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Prologue: Rosa

Location: St. James Parish Levee, Louisiana.

Time: 9:52 PM (Christmas Eve)

Crack. Crack-crack. CRACK!

The gunshots sounded like fireworks.

That was the first thing Rosa registered. The band on the portable stage had cut out, replaced by a heavy silence, but the bodies were still twitching in the river mud.

Rosa didn't think. The protocol in her brain—burned in by twelve years in the Trauma Unit at Charity Hospital—bypassed fear and went straight to action.

She pushed her daughter Maya into a washout ditch near the water’s edge, behind a massive pile of driftwood that hadn't been lit yet. It was a dark, wet crawlspace, smelling of dead catfish.

"Curl up, honey,” Rosa whispered, her boots slipping in the clay. She pressed her daughter’s head down into the silt. "Make yourself a ball—like hide-and-seek, okay? Don’t make a sound until I come back for you. Can you do that for mommy, please?”

The toddler just stared, confusion etched across her young features. Her eyes were saucer-wide, reflecting the terrified orange dance of the thirty-foot bonfires burning on the levee above them. She didn't cry. She was in shock.

“D-don’t leave me, mommy.” The four-year-old’s voice trembled.

“I have to help them.” They’re bleeding out, she thought.

Crack! Crack-crack!

The gunshots were further away now. The screams had stopped. He’d aimed for the slowest people first—older women, children, a man in a wheelchair. Ten… fifteen. How many had she seen go down? Oh God.

Maya whimpered, hunching low. It was supposed to be a celebration. It was the Festival of Bonfires, a Cajun tradition older than the petrochemical plants looming on the horizon. For weeks, the families of St. James Parish had built the pyres—massive, architectural tepees of willow and cane stacked twenty feet high along the levee crown. The fires were meant to light the way for Papa Noël, a beacon of hospitality cutting through the river fog to guide him down the Mississippi. It was supposed to be a night of gumbo pots bubbling on propane burners, fiddles scratching out waltzes, and children writing their names in the damp air with sparklers.

It was the one night the levee wasn't a barrier against disaster, but a stage for joy.

"Count to… do you remember how to get to ten?” Rosa whispered. “Count to ten as many times as you can. Okay? I’ll get you an ice cream later if you stay quiet.”

“M-mommy. I’m scared.”

Her daughter’s face screwed up. She looked on the verge of tears.

Rosa hushed her, stroking her daughter’s hair. “It’s okay. Don’t look at the water. Don't look at the fire. Don’t…” Her voice hitched. Don’t look at the bodies, she thought.

She pulled back.

The batture—the strip of grass between the levee and the river—was a ruin. Moments ago, it had been a festival of light: families in lawn chairs, pots of gumbo boiling on propane burners, kids waiting excitedly for the fireworks.

Now, it looked like a battlefield.

Overturned ice chests, folding chairs, and crushed Santa hats littered the slope. A pot of crawfish had been kicked over, steam rising to mix with the smoke. The bonfires roared on, indifferent and crackling, casting long, frantic shadows that stretched out toward the black current of the Mississippi.

And the bodies.

Rosa scanned the crown of the levee—the high ground where the River Road sat. The shooter—the figure in the heavy canvas coat—had moved on. She had heard the pop-pop-pop fade toward the massive petrochemical plant upstream. He was gone.

But the wreckage remained.

Ten yards away, trapped between the fire and the water, a teenager in camouflage waders was trying to crawl. He was leaving a smear of dark, arterial red on the wet grey clay.

Rosa’s "nurse brain" took the wheel. Femoral artery. The waders are keeping the pressure in, but not enough. Ninety seconds.

She broke cover.

She ran low, a crouch-sprint, fighting the suction of the mud, skidding on her knees next to the boy. It was the sound-tech who’d warmed up the crowd before the band came on. Jason. He’d been bragging about his new duck call an hour ago.

"Jason, look at me," Rosa commanded. Her voice was steady, professional. 

She jammed the heel of her hand into his groin, finding the tear in the rubber waders, pressing with all her weight into the sever point. The blood was hot and slick, mixing with the cold river sludge. It pumped against her palm, fighting her.

"I’m cold," Jason whispered. His lips were grey, trembling not just from shock, but from the damp river fog.

"I know, baby. We’re going to get you warm. The fire’s right there."

She scanned the area again. It was a ghost town. The levee slope was empty, save for the huddled shapes hiding behind logs and coolers. Cell phones were ringing everywhere—a chorus of Christmas carols and standard marimbas echoing against the steel hull of a barge grounded nearby. Nobody was answering.

It felt wrong. 

"Stay with me," she told Jason. She pressed harder. The flow was slowing. She was winning. She was fixing it.

Then the driftwood crunched.

It wasn't the frantic scramble of a victim trying to climb the muddy bank. It was a rhythmic, deliberate step.

Crunch. Squelch. Crunch.

Rosa froze. She was kneeling in the open, lit by the flickering orange glow of the pyre, her hands buried in the boy’s wound.

She looked up toward the top of the levee.

The figure blocked out the stars. He had come back.

He stood on the crest of the grassy slope, five feet above her, silhouetted against the dark sky. The canvas jacket was unzipped, fluttering in the river breeze. The rifle hung on a sling across his chest. He wasn't panting. He wasn't frantic. He looked bored.

He stared down at her.

Rosa didn't move her hands. If she let go, Jason died.

She looked him in the eye. The firelight caught his face. She saw no dilated pupils, no drug-induced mania. She saw a technician looking at a valve that hadn't been closed properly.

"Please," she whispered.

She didn't beg for her life. She gestured with her chin toward the dying boy in the mud. She widened her eyes, pleading, telegraphing the universal signal of a healer: I am helping. I am not a threat. Let me save him.

"I’m a nurse," she said. The words tasted like copper and smoke. "I’m just helping."

The boy tilted his head. He looked at her hands, slick with blood, pressing life back into the teenager.

He didn't blink.

He raised the rifle. The movement was smooth, practiced. The black bore looked like a tunnel with no end, darker than the river behind her.

He didn't speak. He didn't hesitate. 

Crack. Crack.

The impact was a sledgehammer.

Rosa fell backward into the river mud. The bonfire flared white, then red, then nothing.

She didn't hear the third shot that finished the boy. She was already gone.

In the washout ditch, Maya counted to seven again… and again… and again…


Chapter 1: Hadley

They hadn't listened.

She muttered to herself as she rode the elevator up to the seventh floor. “Those absolute... suit-wearing, algorithm-humping hacks.”

The elevator doors opened onto the plush, hushed carpet of the Executive Wing. 

Hadley stomped. She was just an analyst kept in the basement of the building—the Dungeon. She didn’t have a badge for this floor, but she had rage, and rage walked through doors faster than name tags. She bypassed the terrified executive assistant, a young man named Todd who looked up from his dual monitors.

"Agent Grace?" Todd squeaked. “Branch Chief Doyle is in a strategy synergy meeting, you can’t—"

"Synergize this, Todd," she snapped, not breaking stride. She flashed him a middle finger, the nail bitten down to the quick, and kept marching.

Hadley was a jagged tear in the immaculate beige hallway—five-foot-two of copper wire and anxiety. Her aesthetic was "Goth Corporate"—a calculated insult to the Seventh Floor’s dress code. She wore razor-sharp, thousand-dollar Armani blazers over vintage band t-shirts that were holding on by a thread, usually featuring The Cure or Joy Division. Below the hem, she didn't wear pumps; she wore heavy, scuffed combat boots, grounded and ready to kick a door down.

It was the uniform of someone who had the salary for high fashion but the soul for a mosh pit.

She looked like a ghost who had run out of hauntings—pale, translucent skin, dark circles like bruises under aggressive grey eyes, and a nest of black hair she hadn't brushed since Tuesday.

She saw them through the glass wall of the main conference room.

Her boss, Branch Chief Harrison Doyle was standing at the head of the mahogany table, looking tanned and expensive. Beside him was Bobby Vane, smug in a fleece vest, pointing at a pie chart on the screen that probably showed budget allocations for drone fuel. Sitting in the corner, sweating through his shirt, was Bobby’s assistant. She didn’t even know the woman’s name. Pretty, though. Of course, she was pretty. Bobby only hired lookers.

Hadley didn't open the door.

She hurled the ceramic coffee mug at the glass wall.

THWACK.

The sound was like a gunshot. The heavy ceramic didn't shatter the safety glass, but it hit with enough force to spiderweb the outer laminate and create a deafening boom that vibrated the entire room.

Inside, the figures flinched. Doyle dropped his laser pointer. Bobby nearly swallowed his tongue.

Hadley kicked the door open.

"Look!" she screamed. She pointed a trembling finger at the large flat-screen on the wall, currently displaying Bobby’s useless data. "Turn it on! Turn on the damn news!"

"Agent Grace!" Doyle’s face went from shocked to a dangerous shade of purple. He adjusted his cufflinks—a nervous tic. "Security! Get her out of here."

"Hadley, please," Bobby snapped, standing up, his hands raised like he was approaching a bomb. "We’re in the middle of a—"

"You're in the middle of a funeral!" Hadley threw the report onto the mahogany table. It slid across the polished wood and hit Doyle in the leg. "I told you. I told you a month ago. I told you when. I told you where."

Bobby Vane scowled, sitting again and leaning back in his Aeron chair. "Grace, we went over this. Your report was conjecture. You had no SIGINT. No chatter. Just vibes. The algorithm put the probability of an attack in the South at less than twelve percent."

"Bullshit!" Hadley yelled. She spit the word. She lunged for the remote on the table and hit the power button for the cable feed.

The pie chart vanished.

The room filled with the sound of screaming.

The audio from the TV was cranked high. The wail of sirens and the sobbing of a mother on the levee cut through the air-conditioned silence. The camera panned over the mud. A paramedic was doing CPR on a teenager in waders.

The room went dead silent.

"You said nothing about the location," Doyle said, his voice lower now, trying to regain the high ground. "You said 'industrial corridor.' That could mean anything."

Hadley flipped the report open. Her hands were shaking, not from fear, but from the adrenaline of being right in the worst possible way.

"Page five," she read aloud. Her voice was trembling but clear. "Paragraph three. 'The unsub is not choosing random targets. He is choosing choke points where cultural gatherings intersect with critical infrastructure. Based on the pattern of the last two shooters, the next event will be timed to a holiday. Location profile suggests the Mississippi River Delta. Date profile suggests December 24th.'"

She slammed the report shut. The sound echoed.

"I gave you the zip code, Harrison. I practically gave you the GPS coordinates."

Two large men in dark suits—Security—burst into the room. They grabbed Hadley by the arms.

"Get off me!" she snarled, ripping her arm away from a man twice her size. "I’m not the threat! Look at the screen!"

"Get her out," Doyle said, but he wasn't looking at her. He was staring at the TV. His tan seemed to be fading.

"Wait," Bobby whispered. He was looking at the crawl at the bottom of the screen. He looked sick. "Turn it up."

Hadley stopped fighting the guards. 

The news anchor, a woman with perfect hair and eyes full of horror, pressed her earpiece.

"We are... we are getting an update from the St. James Parish Sheriff’s office," the anchor said. Her voice cracked. "The initial reports of seventeen fatalities were... incorrect."

Bobby Vane tapped his pen on the table. "See? Hysteria. The numbers are probably—"

"The death toll has been revised," the anchor continued. "Twenty-three confirmed dead. Including six children who were trapped against the river."

The silence in the conference room was heavy, suffocating. 

Bobby stopped tapping his pen.

Doyle sank slowly into his chair. He looked old. The polished veneer cracked. He looked at the report lying in front of him—the one he had stamped REJECTED.

Hadley stood there, breathing hard. Her chest heaved. She looked at Bobby’s pretty assistant, who had her face buried in her hands. She looked at Bobby, who was staring at the floor.

"Twenty-three," Hadley said. The fire had gone out of her voice, leaving only ash. "My algorithm doesn't have a margin of error, Bobby. It has a body count."

She shook off the security guard’s hand. She didn't need to be escorted.

"I have to go back to work," she said, smoothing her t-shirt. She grabbed a piece of nicotine gum from her pocket and popped it into her mouth. Squish. "I have to find where they’re going next. Since you people were too busy staring at your spreadsheets to stop him."

She turned and stormed out of the glass box, leaving the door open, leaving the sound of the weeping mothers on the television to fill the empty, expensive air.


Chapter 2: Hadley

The basement at Langley smelled of stale coffee and the aggressive mint of the nicotine gum Hadley was chewing like it was a stress ball for her jaw.

She was buried in the data, swimming in the blue light of three monitors, reconstructing the timeline of the St. James Parish massacre. She was looking for the ghost. The trigger man. The one who didn't pull the trigger but pointed the weapon.

The door to the Digital Forensics Annex didn't open; it was breached.

Hadley didn't flinch. She just minimized the window showing the preliminary autopsy photos and spun her chair around.

Harrison Doyle stood in the doorway. The Branch Chief looked like a man who was dissolving from the inside out—a soft, nervous bureaucrat in a suit that cost too much and fit too poorly. His complexion was the color of uncooked dough, and he was flanked by three security officers who looked ready to tackle a terrorist, or a five-foot-two analyst with a nicotine addiction.

"Assaulting a superior officer," Doyle said. His voice was tight, squeezed out past the ulcer she knew he was nursing. "Destruction of government property. Insubordination."

"It wasn't an assault," Hadley muttered, popping the gum. "It was a ceramic visual aid."

"Pack your things, Agent Grace. You're being escorted out."

He gestured to the guards. The biggest one took a step forward.

Hadley rolled her eyes, leaning back in her chair. “Really? The theater of it all?”

Doyle glared at her. She glared back, refusing to give him the satisfaction of a flinch. She knew men like this. She knew this man. She hadn't just worked for him long enough to memorize his buzzwords; she had mapped his entire psychological architecture. She’d spent years in the BAU before coming to Langley, dissecting monsters who hid behind masks of sanity, and while Doyle wasn’t a psychopath, he fit a different, equally destructive profile: the Pathological Hedger.

He was a man terrified of his own irrelevance. She could see it in the way he stood—shoulders hunched to minimize his target profile, eyes darting to the security guards for validation. It was the same look her ex-fiancé, Mark, had worn right before he walked out the door three years ago. Mark had accused her of loving the autopsy more than the patient, of stripping every argument down to its trauma-induced roots until there was no romance left, just a clinical diagnosis of incompatibility.

He wasn't wrong. That was Hadley’s curse.

She didn't just meet people; she disassembled them. She peeled back the layers of social niceties to find the rot underneath, usually before the appetizers arrived.

It was a survival mechanism she’d forged in the fires of Quantico—if you know exactly how someone is broken, they can’t cut you with the shards. But it was also why she was excellent at her job, and exactly why she went home to a studio apartment that smelled of takeout and loneliness.

She couldn't stop seeing the hairline fractures in a person's ego, and right now, Harrison Doyle looked like a walking collection of cracks held together by nothing but a cheap suit and the desperate hope that his pension would vest before the world burned down.

"Wait," Doyle said, holding up a hand. The guards stopped, not quite reaching Hadley yet.

It was theater. She knew it. He knew it.

Predictable.

Doyle didn't look angry. He looked terrified. The massacre in Louisiana was dominating the news cycle. The Director was screaming for answers, and Doyle had none. 

"You predicted it," Doyle said. It wasn't a compliment; it was an accusation. "The date. The location. You were right."

"I know."

"How?" Doyle moved closer, lowering his voice so the guards wouldn't hear. "If you have a source you haven't declared... if you're withholding HUMINT..."

"I don't have a source, Harrison. I have eyes. Something you and the rest of the Seventh Floor seem to have had surgically removed."

"Show me," he demanded. "Right now. Convince me I shouldn't throw you to the wolves. You have five minutes."

Hadley felt the familiar spike of rage, hot and acidic. He doesn't care about the dead, she thought. He cares about his 401k. She wanted to tell him to go to hell. She wanted to throw the monitor at him this time.

“I would’ve… you didn’t need to lead with the strong arm,” she muttered. The guards looked disappointed they hadn’t been allowed to take her into custody. 

“And you didn’t need to lead with the ceramic mug.”

“Touche.”

She wanted to leave. She didn’t like playing nice with kids who pissed in the sandbox.

But if she walked out that door, nobody would stop the next one.

"Sit down," she snapped.

She pulled up the map. It was a spiderweb of red lines connecting seemingly random points across the United States.

"The attacks come in pairs," she said. "Always twos. Just like the Sith, Harrison."

"This isn't a movie, Grace."

"No, it's a pattern. Look at Ohio three months ago. Two shootings at manufacturing plants outside Cleveland. Look at the carnage. High body counts. Chaos."

"Domestic terrorism," a new voice cut in. Smooth. Smug. Oily.

Hadley stiffened. She didn't have to look to know who had just walked in behind Doyle.

Bobby Vane.

He was wearing the same fleece vest from upstairs and he held a tablet like a shield.

"We ran the Ohio shooters, Cassandra," Bobby said, using her agency nickname as he leaned against a server rack. "Disgruntled workers. One was off his meds, the other was an incel with a manifesto about female supervisors. No connection."

"No connection visible to your algorithm," Hadley shot back. "Because you're looking for wires, Bobby. I'm looking for the shadow the wires cast."

She turned back to Doyle. "Three months ago: two in Ohio. Last month: California. A shooting at a logistics hub near the Port of Long Beach."

"California was a single event," Bobby interrupted again. He sounded bored. "It breaks your 'Rule of Two.' The pattern falls apart."

He walked closer to her desk, invading her space. He dropped a file on her keyboard. "Admit it, Hadley. You got lucky with Louisiana. Even a broken clock is right twice a day. Though, considering your recent... instability... maybe 'broken' is the operative word."

He gave her a look—a small, intimate smirk that made her stomach turn.

She knew that look. It was the same look he’d given her six months ago, across a pillow in a hotel room in D.C., before she realized he was just mining her for leverage.

She glared at him. She couldn't fight back. Not here. Not with Doyle watching. If she mentioned their history, Bobby would claim she was a stalker, a scorned woman. The Agency still operated on 1950s rules: if two agents sleep together, the man is a stud, and the woman is a security risk.

She swallowed the bile and turned back to Doyle.

"The shooters," she said, her voice shaking slightly. She grabbed the remote and threw the faces of the killers onto the main screen, side-by-side. "Bobby is right about one thing. On paper, they’re ghosts. They have no financial connection. They never met. They didn't even share a language."

She pointed to the first face—a grey-haired man with a thick neck and a union cap.

"Frank Kowalski. Cleveland. Fifty-eight years old. A devout Catholic, a Knights of Columbus treasurer, and a laid-off sheet metal worker who blamed NAFTA for his divorce. He walked into the stamping plant with a hunting shotgun and a rosary in his pocket."

She swiped to the next image—a scrawny, pale teenager with dyed hair and vacant eyes.

"Three days later, the second Ohio attack. Devin Moore. Nineteen. An anarcho-primitivist dropout who lived in a basement and wrote manifestos about how 5G towers were melting human DNA. An atheist, a vegan, and a virgin. He used a 3D-printed pistol."

She swiped to the third image—a man with a thick beard and intense, manic eyes.

"Then California. The Long Beach logistics hub. Tariq Al-Jamil. A hyper-religious sovereign citizen who believed the U.S. government was an illegitimate corporation. He drove a forklift for a living and spent his nights on encrypted forums discussing maritime law."

She turned back to Doyle, her eyes burning.

"A Catholic boomer who wanted his pension back, a Gen-Z nihilist who wanted to burn the system, and a religious fanatic who wanted to dissolve the state. They didn't share a god, a tax bracket, or a message board. They are perfect lone wolves."

"Exactly," Bobby cut in, spreading his hands. "You’re making my point for me, Cass. It’s random noise. It’s the ambient static of a crazy country."

"It's not static!" Hadley slammed her hand on the table. "It's a playlist! Someone is curating them. Someone is finding the people who are already at the breaking point—the ones vibrating at the right frequency of desperate—and they are giving them a target. They aren't building the bomb, Bobby. They're just lighting the fuse that was already there."

"So?" Doyle asked, checking his watch. He clearly hadn’t even been listening to her last outburst. "If they aren't connected, it's coincidence."

"It's not coincidence if the impact is identical," Hadley said. She tapped the screen. "Look at the fallout. When these shootings happen, what follows? Crime scene tape. Federal investigations. OSHA shutdowns. Massive insurance holds. The facilities close for weeks, sometimes months. It creates a vacuum."

"Industrial shutdowns happen, Grace," Doyle said.

"These aren't accidents. They are surgical strikes disguised as mania. They are targeting the supply chain."

She spun the monitor so they could see the smoking gun.

"I dug into the shipping manifests for all three sites. Ohio, California, and the barge traffic near the Louisiana bonfires. They all have one client in common. A small, mid-cap startup called Micro-Tech."

Doyle squinted at the screen. "Micro-Tech? They make... what? Smartwatches? Fitness trackers?"

"High-end biometrics," Hadley corrected. "Influencers use them. Joggers use them."

"You're telling me," Bobby laughed, a dry, barking sound, "that a shadow cell of domestic terrorists is murdering dozens of American citizens to... what? Delay the shipment of a Fitbit?"

"I don't know why!" Hadley yelled. "I don't know why the watch matters. Maybe it's the chip inside. Maybe it's the lithium battery. Maybe it's just to bankrupt the company. But the statistical probability of three mass casualty events hitting the same supply chain for the same minor company is zero. It’s not an accident. It’s economic warfare."

"Conjecture," Bobby said. He closed the file on her desk with a final thud. "You're connecting dots that aren't there because you need to feel special, Hadley. It's classic narcissism."

Hadley ignored him. She locked eyes with Chief Doyle.

"California was supposed to be a double tap," she said. "The pattern holds. The reason there was only one shooting is because the second guy got stopped."

She pulled up a police report.

"Two weeks after the Long Beach shooting. A scorched-earth schizophrenic was pulled over by a hero cop on the I-5. Expired tags. The cop saw a rifle case in the back. The guy panicked, drew a knife, and got put down. The trunk was full of ammo and he was two miles from Micro-Tech's assembly plant."

"A traffic stop," Doyle said. He sounded unconvinced. "That’s your proof?"

"That’s the echo!" she insisted. "Two in Ohio. Two planned in California. And now, one in Louisiana. Which means..."

She leaned forward.

"There is going to be another attack in Louisiana. In the Bayou. Within fourteen days. I guarantee it. They have to finish the disruption."

The room went silent. The hum of the servers seemed to get louder.

Doyle looked at the map. He looked at the dead bodies on the news feed. He looked at Bobby Vane, who was shaking his head with a pitying smile.

Doyle was a man who survived by hedging his bets. If he believed Hadley and she was wrong, he looked like a fool who listened to a crazy woman. If he fired her and she was right, he could blame Bobby.

But he decided to take the middle path. The bureaucratic path.

"I'm reassigning you," Doyle said.

Hadley blinked. “What?”

“Yes. I’ve made my decision.”

She stared at him, dumbstruck. “You… can’t.”

“I can. I have. I will.”

“You can't. I'm the only one who sees the pattern."

"You're obsessed, Agent Grace. You're emotional. And you're throwing coffee mugs at glass walls. You're a liability."

"I'm right!"

"You're done," Doyle said. He straightened his tie. "There's a new division starting up. Special Projects. Apprehension of Rogue CIA Assets. It’s a desk job. Archives, mostly. Cold cases involving operatives who went off the reservation."

Hadley felt the blood drain from her face. "You're putting me in the basement of the basement? Who runs it?"

"Ethan Bishop," Doyle said. "He's... thorough. By the book. Not exactly a climber. It’s a quiet place, Hadley. You can file paperwork and... calm down."

"I don't need to calm down! I need to stop a massacre!"

"Bobby is taking over your files," Doyle said, turning to the door. "He'll look into your... smartwatch theory. If there's merit, he'll find it."

Bobby grinned. He reached out and patted the stack of files on her desk. His hand lingered near hers.

"Don't worry, sweetie," Bobby whispered, low enough that only she could hear. "I'll make sure to spell your name right in the footnotes."

"When?" Hadley asked, her voice hollow. "When is the transfer?"

Doyle checked his watch.

"End of business today. So... fifty minutes."

"None too soon," Bobby muttered.

Doyle walked out, the guards falling in behind him.

Hadley stood frozen in the center of her chaos. She watched Bobby—a man who couldn't find his own ass with a map and a flashlight—start gathering up her life's work.

She looked at the date on her notebook.

Fourteen days.

“Fine. Fifty minutes,” she said sharply. “Get the hell out, Bobby. This is still my office for an hour.”

He just smirked at her, the expression lingering. Then he shrugged, turned, and followed his boss out into the hall. She watched them leave, simmering.

She watched the door swing shut, sealing her in with the humming servers and the ghosts of the Louisiana dead on her screens.

She looked at the transfer order on her desk. Special Projects: Rogue Asset Apprehension.

Doyle thought he was sending her to a graveyard. He thought he was burying her in a basement full of cold cases and broken soldiers to keep her quiet. 

She looked at the date on her notebook. Fourteen days.

Fourteen days until the next pair of lone wolves woke up. Fourteen days until the next "industrial accident" filled a morgue.

"Fifty minutes," she whispered.

It was a lifetime.

She sat down and pulled a encrypted heavy-duty drive from her drawer. She didn't just plug it in; she slammed it into the port. She began typing, her fingers flying, bypassing the clearance protocols, ignoring the red UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS warnings flashing on her screen. She wasn't just taking massacre files. She was taking everything. The raw data. The rejected reports. The names.

If they wanted to treat her like a criminal, she might as well earn the title.

The progress bar appeared. Downloading...

Hadley popped a fresh piece of gum into her mouth and stared at the screen with cold, grey eyes.

"Let's see how you like the pattern now, Bobby."

She didn’t know who was behind it. She didn’t know who the next gunman would be.

But Hadley Grace was going to stop the next bloody rampage. And she had two weeks to do it.

She was going to have to get creative.

She was going to have to break some rules.

She glanced at the transfer order again. Rogue Asset Apprehension…

Now that was interesting.


Chapter 3: Jonathan

There were exactly four thousand, one hundred and ninety-two acoustic perforations in the ceiling tile directly above my bunk.

I knew this because I’d counted them. Twice a day. For ninety days.

That’s the thing about black sites. People think the torture is the waterboarding or the sleep deprivation. It isn’t. It’s the boredom. The aggressive, beige nothingness. They put you in a box, they feed you flavorless nutrient paste that tasted like wet cardboard, and they wait for your brain to eat itself.

I was currently residing in a facility I guessed was somewhere in hell, though it could have been Nevada. No windows. Recycled air that smelled of ozone and floor wax.

I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the phantom itch in my left hand—the one missing the pinky finger.

Ninety days.

That was how long it had been since I shoved Roman Vargo into a pipeline PIG and launched him into the dark. I didn't regret it. The man was a sadist in a silk shirt. But Ethan Bishop—my old handler, my old friend—had watched me do it. Ethan was a by-the-book guy. And I had burned the book, pissed on the ashes, and then tried to avoid paying the library fine.

He’d shot me. They’d patched me up good enough, but my chest and shoulder still occasionally ached when the AC was too high.

CIA didn’t mind the murder charge so much as the “Faking my own death” business. Two years ago, I’d gone AWOL, disappearing in a cloud of smoke under a collapsing building. They’d thought I was dead until a Fed named Harper Miller had fed my print into the database.

So now I was here. Charged with murder. Charged with treason. Waiting for a tribunal that would likely end with a needle in my arm.

I rolled over, trying to find the cold side of the pillow. There wasn't one.

I was a contradiction wrapped in scar tissue. My father raised me to herd cattle; the Agency raised me to herd revolutions. I don't fight for flags anymore—those are just colored cloth and lines on a map. 

My self-assigned mission had been freedom. Not the abstract kind, but the tactile kind—the sort that self-governs, with no handlers, no earpieces, and no oversight. I still wanted to visit Italy. I still wanted to see the perfect, ancient geometry of the Pantheon and drink espresso in a sunlit piazza. But laying in a CIA black site, the odds of a Roman holiday were currently hovering at statistical zero.

Click.

The sound was loud in the silence. It wasn't the heavy, hydraulic thud-hiss of the guard override. It was the sharp, mechanical snick of a solenoid disengaging.

My eyes snapped open.

I didn't move. I lay still, calibrating the baseline. The hum of the HVAC system hadn't changed. No footsteps. No jingling keys.

Just the click.

I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the cot. My ribs ached—a dull reminder of the bullet I took in Texas—but the bone had knitted. I was at about eighty percent. Eighty percent of me was still a problem for most people.

I walked to the cell door. It was a heavy steel slab with a thick Lexan window.

I pushed it with one finger.

It swung open. Smooth. Silent.

I frowned. CIA black sites were designed by paranoid engineers with unlimited budgets. The locks were magnetic, fail-secure. If the power went out, the doors stayed shut. If the building caught fire, the doors stayed shut.

For the doors to open, someone had to tell the computer to open them.

"Curious," I whispered.

I stepped out into the corridor. It was a long, sterile hallway lined with identical grey doors.

And they were all open.

Heads were poking out. Confused heads. Dangerous heads.

To my left, a guy who looked like he’d been carved out of granite and bad decisions stepped into the light. Shaved head. Tattoos of spiderwebs on his neck. Russian mob, maybe. Or Serbian paramilitary.

To my right, two men emerged from Cell 4. One was skinny, with a beard that reached his chest and eyes that looked like they’d seen hell and enjoyed the view. The other was massive—a wall of muscle with scar tissue for skin.

They looked at each other. Then they looked at me.

The air in the hallway changed. It went from confused to predatory in three seconds flat.

The bearded one tilted his head. He sniffed the air. Then he pointed a finger that looked like a dried twig.

"You," he muttered. His accent was thick. Chechen? "I know you. From intake. You the agent, da?—like ones who put uz here.”

The big one—let’s call him The Slab—turned toward me. He cracked his knuckles. The sound was like pistol shots.

"CIA pig," The Slab grunted.

I sighed. I dropped my shoulders, letting the tension roll off my back. I really didn't have the energy for this. I hadn't had coffee in three months.

"Gentlemen," I said. "I think there’s been a clerical error.”

"Kill him," the beard said. Casual. Like ordering a sandwich.

The Slab smiled. It was missing several teeth.

He started walking toward me. He didn't rush. He occupied the center of the hallway, closing the distance like a tank with a grudge.

I looked up.

In the corner of the ceiling, a black dome camera stared back at me. The little red LED was steady. Someone was watching. Someone had pressed the button.

I scowled at the lens.

"This is your fault," I mouthed.

I didn’t want to be slapped with any more murder charges. 

I looked past The Slab. At the far end of the corridor, fifty feet away, the heavy security door leading to the administration block was ajar. Just a crack. A sliver of light.

That was the goal line.

The Slab was ten feet away. He raised fists the size of honey baked hams. He telegraphed the swing from last Tuesday. He was going for a haymaker—a right cross meant to take my head off.

I didn't put my hands up. I didn't square off. That was rookie stuff. It wasted energy.

I just waited.

Five feet. Three feet.

The Slab lunged. He threw the punch with a grunt of effort.

I stepped six inches to the left.

The fist occupied the space where my face had been a microsecond before. The air pressure from the swing ruffled my beard.

The Slab stumbled, his momentum carrying him forward.

I didn't hit him. I didn't have to. I just put my foot out. A gentle trip.

He hit the floor face-first. It sounded like a bag of wet cement being dropped from a second-story window.

The bearded, twiggy one hissed and reached into his pocket—a shiv? A sharpened toothbrush?

I didn't wait to find out. I ran.

I’m a big man—six-four, two-fifty—but I moved quietly. I sprinted down the hallway, keeping my center of gravity low.

"Stop him!" the beard screamed.

I heard the scramble of feet behind me. More doors were opening. A riot in the making.

I reached the security door. I hit it with my shoulder, expecting resistance. It flew open.

I stumbled into a control room. Empty chairs. Coffee still steaming in a mug. Screens flashing red.

Then the alarms started. A klaxon that vibrated in my teeth.

WHOOP. WHOOP. WHOOP.

I looked at the screens. A map of the facility. Red lights blinking in every sector.

I wasn't sure what was happening. A hack? A breakout? A purge?

But I knew one thing: The cage was open.

I spotted a keycard lying on the console next to a half-eaten donut.

I grabbed the card. I grabbed the donut—I needed the calories

And then I spotted the phone.

A vibrating flip phone. It lay on the desk, near a few donut sprinkles. I would’ve ignored it… Except I recognized the name of the caller on the phone.

Jonathan Hunt.

I stared at my own name. 

What else was there to do? I was in uncharted territory.

I answered.

“Who the hell is this?”


Chapter 4: Jonathan

"Who the hell is this?”

I held the phone by the plastic casing edges, keeping my thumb off the screen to minimize latent prints.

A rookie would have stood in the open to get a better signal; I kept the load-bearing pillar between me and the blast glass, watching the reflection of the hallway rather than the room itself. If this was a trigger for a shaped charge, I wanted three inches of steel between me and the pink mist. "Who the hell is this?" I said, louder.

The voice that answered wasn't consistent with the environment. The environment was concrete, steel, and men screaming in Russian. The voice was warm, almost amused.

I instantly didn’t trust it.

"You can call me... an interested party," the voice said. Female. Mid-thirties. The kind of voice that sold you luxury cars or high-end whiskey. "Right now, I am the only reason the blast door to your left is unlocking."

Click.

I looked to my left. The heavy steel door, marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY, hissed open just a crack.

“Give me a name," I said. My thumb hovered over the 'End Call' button. "I don't work with anonymous sources. I find they tend to disappear when the shooting starts."

"And I don't work with corpses, Jonathan. If you stay in that control room, you will be one in approximately forty-five seconds. The tactical team has breached the North Airlock. They are currently throwing flash-bangs into the holding cells. Would you like to hear the audio feed?"

Before I could answer, the phone crackled. The sound of explosions and shouting—“Clear! Clear right!”—echoed in my ear. It was crisp. High definition.

“Want to stay and find out?”

"I'll take your word for it," I said.

I moved toward the door. Behind me, a riot had broken out. Fists were flying, shouts were echoing. The Slab and his handler were having it out with an Aryan Brotherhood leader who’d tried to blow up a school.

"Good choice," the voice said. "Now, through the door. Turn right. Walk. Do not run. Count your steps. One. Two. Three."

I stepped into the service corridor. It smelled of bleach.

One. Two. Three.

I frowned. Then it clicked.

"You're read my file," I said. "You know I count things. That's a cheap trick."

"I know you count ceiling tiles to stave off entropy," the voice corrected. "I know you prefer your coffee black because milk spoils the aesthetic of the liquid. I know you are currently gripping that phone with enough pressure to crack the casing, and you likely suspected it would trigger some sort of blast or toxin release. Relax your hand, Jonathan. Tension reduces reaction time."

I looked at my hand. My knuckles were white.

I relaxed my grip.

"If you don't tell me who you are, I'm turning around. I'll go back to my cell. I'll take my chances with the tribunal."

It was a bluff. A stupid one. But I needed to know who held the leash.

The voice didn't panic. It didn't get angry. It actually laughed—a soft ripple of amusement.

"We both know that isn't true," she said. "You don't want to go back to the cell. You want to see Rome. You want to stand in the Pantheon and look up at the oculus. You want an espresso in the Piazza Navona."

I stopped walking. The hair on my arms stood up. That wasn't in a file. I had never written that down.

"How do you know that?" I whispered.

"I know a lot of things. Now, stop. There is a camera above you. Look down. Tie your shoe."

"My shoes don't have laces. They gave me velcro. Like a toddler."

"Pretend, Jonathan. Improvisation is a core competency."

I knelt. I fiddled with the strap of my prison-issue sneaker.

Three seconds later, a squad of armored guards sprinted past the intersection ahead. They were moving fast, weapons raised, heading toward the control room I had just left. They didn't look down the side hall. They didn't see the man kneeling in the shadows.

"Clear," the voice said. "Stand up. You have sixty seconds to reach the loading dock."

I stood up. My heart rate hadn't spiked. I was calibrating.

"You're not a handler," I said, resuming my pace. "Handlers scream. Handlers panic. You're too calm. You're sitting in a room somewhere with a satellite feed and a God complex."

"I am sitting in a room," she agreed. "Though 'God complex' implies a delusion of grandeur. My capabilities are quite real. Turn left here. The code for the keypad is 9-9-2-4."

I punched it in. The light turned green.

I pushed into the loading bay.

The cold air hit me first. Real air. Not recycled through a HEPA filter. It smelled of wet pine.

The bay was huge, filled with crates and a idling delivery truck. The bay door was open, revealing a slice of night sky and a high fence topped with razor wire.

"The gate," I said. "It's closed."

"Look again."

The massive chain-link gate began to slide. No alarm. No warning strobe. Just smooth, silent motion.

"There is a vehicle waiting for you," she said. "Fifty yards past the perimeter. Under the sodium light. It's a Land Rover. Vintage. I thought you’d appreciate the boxy aesthetic."

I walked out into the snow. The cold felt good. It bit at the scars on my arms, tightening the skin.

I reached the Land Rover. It was black, beat-up, and beautiful. The keys were in the ignition.

I climbed in and threw the phone onto the passenger seat.

"Don't hang up," the voice said. "I'm the only GPS you have. If you turn left, you hit a military checkpoint. If you turn right, you disappear."

I started the engine. The diesel rattled like a bag of bolts.

"Who are you?" I asked one last time.

"For now?" she said. "I'm the lady who just saved your life. You can thank me later. Drive, Jonathan."

I put the truck in gear. I didn't trust her. I didn't like her. But as the black site faded into the rearview mirror, swallowed by the dark pine forest, I realized she was right about one thing.

I really wanted that espresso.


Chapter 5: Jonathan

I checked the rearview mirror. Nothing.

Six hours on the road, and the voice in the phone had gone quiet. Just an address, a meet time.

I’d considered making a break for it. But right now, the only ally I had was waiting for me at a diner in Louisiana.

I had spent the last hour running a standard Surveillance Detection Route. Three right turns in a row to close a circle. A hard speed change on the straightaway, dropping from sixty to thirty to force a tail to brake or pass.Then a stop on the shoulder, feigning a tire check, just to see if the grey sedan three cars back would commit.

It didn't. It passed.

I was clear.

I’m not paranoid. Just professional.

The meet was a roadside diner ten miles outside of Baton Rouge. It was a "choke point"—a place where movement is constricted, forcing a target into a predictable path. But it was public. High visibility. Two exits.

I parked the truck. Backed in. Always back in. You don't want to be shifting into reverse when the shooting starts.

I stepped out. The Louisiana humidity hit me like a wet blanket. The air smelled of old sulfur from the refineries downriver. I kept my head down, shoulders rolled forward. I wasn't Jonathan Hunt, former paramilitary officer for the Special Activities Center. I was just a bored ranch hand looking for eggs and coffee.

I walked in. The air conditioning hummed, a low mechanical thrum that vibrated in the floorboards.

Three truckers occupied the center booth, eating in silence—men built like vending machines who were used to owning the room. One glanced over, his eyes traveling up my frame and widening slightly. He eyed me the way a pasture bull eyes a bison, a sudden, quiet recalibration of the local hierarchy as he realized he was no longer the biggest animal in the barn.

A waitress pouring coffee, bored, weight on her left hip. A state trooper at the counter, reading a paper.

Normal.

Except for the booth in the back corner.

There was a woman there. She didn't fit. The silhouette was wrong. 

She was small. Maybe five-two. She was wearing a tailored black blazer layered over a vintage t-shirt. Combat boots on her feet. She was chewing gum and pretending like she wasn’t watching the entrance.

Bingo.

I walked over. She was bent over a battered black notebook, scribbling furiously with a cheap pen.

I stood at the edge of the table.

She stopped writing. She didn't flinch. She just looked up.

Her eyes were aggressive grey. There were dark circles under them, like bruises she didn't care to hide. She looked exhausted, translucent, like something that lived in a basement.

"Sit down, Hunt," she said. Her voice was raspy. She gave me another glance and did a double take. “Holy shit.”

“Nice to meet you too.”

“You’re big.”

“You’re small.”

She snorted. “You’re a human eclipse, buddy. Now sit.”

I stayed standing. I kept my hands free. “You sound different in person. Less… whiskey sales lady.”

She smirked. It was a sharp, jagged thing, like a crack in a windshield. She shifted the wad of gum to the other side of her cheek.

"AI," she said. "Catch up, Hunt. The year is 2025. I didn't type a word of that chatter. I built a sub-routine. A generative script trained on your redacted psych evaluations from the Farm and your post-deployment medicals.”

I tensed. She was CIA? I glanced towards the door. No team coming in, guns blazing. I looked back at her.

She tapped the battered black notebook with her cheap pen. She seemed really proud of herself.

"I keyed the algorithm for 'Stoic Maternalism.' It gave you exactly what your damaged psyche craves: clear instructions, low emotional variance, and the illusion of a superior officer watching your six. It was designed to keep your heart rate under a hundred while I reeled you in. You weren't talking to a friend, Hunt. You were talking to a robot.”

“Lotta words for a little lady.”

She scowled at me.

"A robot," I said. “Well… robot had manners.” I gave her a long look as if to say same can’t be said about you. I don’t like people talking about my mother.

She didn’t pick up on it. Or didn’t care. 

I scanned the room again. The Seventh Floor doesn't send analysts to meet assets in roadside diners. They send SAC teams. They send vans with blacked-out windows and men who don't blink. I looked at the state trooper. Still reading the paper. I looked at the trucker by the window. Still eating eggs.

Nobody was paying attention to us.

If this was a sanctioned extraction, the perimeter would be locked down. If this was a rendition, I’d already be zip-tied in the back of a van.

"Sit down," she hissed. She looked at the door, then back at me. Her leg was bouncing under the table. A nervous tic. A frequency that traveled up her spine and made her shoulders vibrate. "You're drawing focus."

I slid into the booth opposite her. The vinyl squeaked under my weight. I kept my hands on the table.

"You're nervous," I said.

"I'm caffeinated," she snapped. She pulled a fresh piece of nicotine gum from a blister pack and shoved it into her mouth. Squish. Pop.

"You're shaking," I corrected. "You're looking at the door every four seconds. You’re not worried about who’s coming in for me. You’re worried about who’s coming in for you."

I looked at the table. It was a disaster. Her notebook was crooked. The sugar packet holder was twisted at a forty-five-degree angle. The salt shaker was sitting in a puddle of condensation from her water glass.

My left hand twitched. The burn scars felt tight.

I reached out. I moved the notebook two inches to the right. I aligned the sugar packet holder with the edge of the table. I moved the salt shaker to the dry side of the Formica and squared it with the pepper.

She watched me do it. Her eyes narrowed. The "Unsub Stare.” She was looking at me like I was a crime scene photo she was trying to deconstruct.

I don’t like being scrutinized. I didn’t know why this strange, frizzy-haired, high-strung lady had busted me out of a black site. Career suicide. Actual suicide too, if the seventh floor got trigger happy.

So what was she playing at?

I decided to go on the offensive.

"You're a narcissist, huh?" I said.

"Excuse me?"

"The AI," I said. "You're proud of it. You programmed a mother figure to manipulate a target, and you're so pleased with the code you couldn't wait to brag about it.”

Normally, an accusation like that puts an asset on guard.

But she didn’t seem to care. She just nonchalantly shrugged with one shoulder.

“I probably am a narcissist. I'm also efficient," she said. She leaned in. She had no concept of personal space. She was six inches from me, peering up with intelligent eyes while invading my tactical bubble. "And I didn't trick you for fun. I tricked you because I had a shopping list."

She flipped the notebook open. Her handwriting was jagged, aggressive scrawl.

"I needed an asset," she said, reading from the page. "I couldn't use a sanctioned operator. The bureaucracy moves too slow, and they’re not exactly return my phone calls… I needed a ghost. Someone off the books."

She looked up, meeting my eyes with that aggressive grey stare.

"I ran a query," she said. "I needed a specific profile. High-level paramilitary background. Special Activities Center or equivalent. Experience in the field. But that wasn't enough. I needed the… soft metrics."

"Soft metrics," I said. I kept her talking, still trying to figure out why the hell this wire-taut analyst had busted me out of a black site.

“Unemployed,” she listed, ticking them off on her fingers. "Single. No dependents. Financial distress. A history of insubordination. 'Mommy issues'—specifically a desire for redemption through protective violence." She paused, popping a bubble loudly. "And psychologically damaged enough to say yes to a suicide mission because he thinks it’ll wash the blood off his hands.”

She pointed the cheap pen at my chest.

"You fit the bill, Hunt. You're the perfect storm of capability and trauma."

I looked at her. Really looked at her. I didn’t like this whole suicide mission business either. 

The jargon gave her away. She didn't speak like a case officer; she spoke like a profiler. Likely a refugee from the FBI's Behavioral Analysis Unit. But transferred to CIA—recently, I guessed. I knew the type. They spend their lives navel-gazing, trying to fit human evil into a neat psychological box. I prefer physics.

It’s amazing how fast a punch in the mouth can disprove a Freudian hypothesis.

She was alone.

There was no earpiece. No bulge of a concealed radio on her hip. The car out front—a generic rental sedan—was parked crookedly. I figured it was hers, because the disorder I’d spotted through the window matched the chaos on the diner’s table.

"You're alone," I said.

The color drained out of her face, just a fraction. "I'm the Deputy Director's top analyst."

"You're a thief," I said. "You stole my file.”

“No. I was assigned to a, er, new unit. Run by your old colleague, Ethan Bishop.”

I tensed. Bishop had shot me a few months ago. He was the reason I’d been cooling in the black box. “How’s the boy scout doing?”

“I never met him. I used my new credentials to locate a likely candidate for this operation. You fit the bill. But… if you’re going to keep giving me lip, I can always send you back.”

“Back?”

"Yes," she said, cold. "Back to the box. A three-by-three cell you spent three months rotting in. I pulled you out of the archives, but I can put you right back in a cage. A federal hold. Indefinite detention. No windows. No exit."

My chest tightened. The air in the diner suddenly felt thin. It was a bluff—she was rogue, she didn't have the authority to arrest a parking meter—but she had found the one cracked brick in my foundation and hammered on it. Freedom. The thing that motivated me most. She knew how to use the mind’s little quirks. I had to give her that. Not bad for an ex-BAU shill.

"I activated you," she whispered, leaning in until I could feel the heat radiating off her. "But you are just government property, Hunt. A serial number with a pulse. Do not make me file the paperwork to have you crated up, shipped out, and buried in a hole so deep even God won't find you."

I studied her, leaned back. “Big talk for a little lady. You don't have authorization for this. If you did, we wouldn't be meeting in a diner in 'Cancer Alley.’ We’d be in a safe house in Virginia. I don’t think you can file paperwork. Hell, I think you’re off the reservation.”

She stopped chewing. For a second, the bravado flickered out, replaced by a terrified exhaustion. She looked like she hadn't slept in three days.

She glanced towards the door, back at me.

I nodded once. “You’re bluffing. I don’t play poker.”

I got to my feet, turning.

“Wait!” She tried. “I’ll call them. You’ll spend the rest of your short life in a black site before they give you the needle. You’re a murderer. A traitor!”

“I love it when you sweet talk me,” I muttered, still striding towards the door.

The trucker by the counter was now looking over, frowning. The state trooper had already exited out the back.

“Wait!” Her voice squeaked now.

Panic. “Look, maybe we should start over. My name is Grace. Grace Hadley. Just—hear me out!”

“In the real world, you don’t get do-overs, Grace,” I called back.

She released a heavy sigh. Definitely panicked.

Only confirming I was right. A bluff. Analysts always think they’re so clever—they spend so much time in a SCIF they forget that in the real world, you can't just talk a wolf into a corner. You have to show teeth. And she didn't have any.

She scrambled out of the booth. I heard her boots hit the linoleum, a desperate thud-thud-thud trying to catch up to my stride.

She grabbed my arm.

Mistake.

I stopped. I didn't jerk away. I just turned. Slowly. I let the full weight of my frame settle into the space between us. Up close, without a table between us, the angles changed. I wasn't just a file in a notebook anymore. I was a physical reality.

She looked up, and I saw the calculation break in her eyes. She dropped her hand from my bicep like it was burning hot. She took a half-step back, her combat boots scuffing the floor.

"You're making a mistake," she whispered, but the steel was gone from her voice.

I turned back to the door. "Good luck with your theory, Grace."

"They're killing women!" she yelled.

The trucker put his fork down. The waitress stopped pouring coffee.

I didn't stop.

"Children!" she screamed. Her voice cracked. "They're targeting innocent civilians. They're burning it all down!"

I paused at the door, hand on the metal push bar. The humidity from outside was already seeping in through the cracks.

"They always are," I called back without turning around.

Then came the desperation.

"Please!" She lunged again, grabbing my elbow with both hands this time, digging her fingers into the fabric of my flannel shirt. She tried to wheel me around, putting her whole ninety pounds into the pull. "Please... Hunt. Please. We can stop this. We can."

I looked down at her hands. They were trembling. 

"What's in it for me?" I asked. Blunt. Transactional.

"Redemption," she said. "A chance to matter. To be one of the good guys again."

I shook my head. "Won't work on me. Save the sermon."

"Innocent people are going to die," she pleaded.

"Innocent people died in Yemen in '16," I said, my voice low. "Innocent people died in Kabul in '21. Innocent people died in a dozen places I saw with my own eyes while people like you wrote reports about 'acceptable losses' from an air-conditioned office in Langley. I've done my part. You do yours."

I pulled my arm free with enough force to make her stumble.

"You can't stand by and do nothing," she snapped, tears of frustration welling in those aggressive grey eyes.

"Watch me.”

"They'll come for you," she said. "The Agency.”

"This time," I said, opening the door, "I'll be smarter."

The swampy Louisiana evening heat hit me. I stepped out onto the sidewalk.

I glimpsed her in the reflection of a truck’s windshield. She was a lonely, desperate silhouette behind me.

"I can tell you where Rosa Martinez is," she said.

I froze.

The door was half-open. The chime dinged. But I didn't move. The humidity wrapped around me, but suddenly, I felt cold.

I let the door close. I turned back slowly.

"What?"

She let out a slow breath, her chest heaving. She knew she had played her ace.

"Rosa Martinez," she said.

The name hit me harder than a fist. I pictured her instantly. Rosa. The nurse practitioner. The woman I'd left behind in the Ozarks. I'd recently reconnected with Tessa Galloway—my childhood flame, the one who carried the ghosts of my past. I'd left Tessa with my father in Texas, safe but in the lion's den.

But Rosa... Rosa was different. Tessa was memory and adrenaline. Rosa was bedrock. She was kindness, gentleness, a woman of immense character who carried burdens without complaining. She was the one who had stitched me up in a way that wasn’t skin deep.

I’d been forced to leave after my past had dragged her into harm’s way. A cartel active in the region had nearly killed her and her kids. But it remained a painful echo, like an amputated limb.

At the mention of her name, my throat tightened. The scar tissue on my soul ached.

"She's in trouble," the analyst said, watching my face. "Bad trouble."

I walked back to her. I didn't care about the trucker or the waitress anymore. I looked her dead in the eyes.

"Don't try to play me," I warned. "If you are using her name as leverage..."

"I'm not," she said quickly, holding her hands up. "I swear it. She's in trouble."

"I don't believe you."

"Her kids' names are Leo and Maya," she said.

"That's in a file," I spat. "Public record. She's still in Missouri. Safe.”

“No. She moved."

"I... what?"

"She moved. She’s in trouble. Jonathan… trust me, this is personal to you. It’s why I chose you.”

“Wait, hang on? She’s involved in this? Whatever suicide mission you’ve brought me?”

A firm nod. “I’m good at my j-job,“ Hadley stammered, recovering quickly. "I dug... she seemed to matter to you. I know unsubs. I know what triggers them."

"I'm not an unsub," I growled.

"You murdered a man by shoving him into PIG," she shot back.

“Allegedly."

She sighed, rubbing her temples. This is the strength of analysts. They don't fight with fists; they fight with doubt. They know how to unscrew the bolts of your reality.

I stared at her. My heart was hammering against my ribs, betraying the calm exterior.

"Verify," I said.

"What?"

"Give me your phone."

She hesitated. She clutched the device to her chest. "It's a secure line. If you make a call..."

I turned to walk away again.

"Okay! Okay." She unlocked it and shoved it into my hand.

I dialed. My fingers felt thick and clumsy on the small screen. I punched in Rosa's number. It was one of the only strings of digits I had memorized.

It rang. And rang.

The number you have reached is no longer in service.

Disconnected.

I felt a spike of adrenaline. I held up a finger, silencing Hadley before she could speak. I dialed another number. I had to look it up on the browser first. The small community hospital in the Ozarks where she worked.

"ER," a voice answered.

"I'm looking for Rosa Martinez," I said. "Nurse Practitioner. Is she on shift?"

There was a pause. The clacking of a keyboard.

"Rosa Martinez hasn't worked here in three months, sir," the receptionist said. "She moved out of state."

"Moved where?"

"I can't give out that information."

"It's an emergency," I said. My voice cracked, just a little.

The receptionist paused. Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "Wait... you're not... that guy, are you? The big one? The one she had a thing for?"

I felt a lump form in my throat. I cleared it. "Yeah. That's me."

"She didn't leave a forwarding address, honey. But... she left in a hurry. I think… think she was looking for you. I really have to go.”

The line went dead.

I lowered the phone. My hand was shaking. Just a tremor.

I turned back to Hadley. She was watching me, her face pale, chewing her lip.

"How is she in trouble?" I asked. The menace was gone, replaced by a cold dread.

She sighed. She took the phone from my hand gently.

"She... she was found, Jonathan. A couple days ago. There was a shooting not far from here. She was… was one of the victims. She was trying to render aid when the shooter came back.”

I felt a cold dread wrap it’s hand around my chest. “Is she dead?”

Hadley winced.

This time it was my turn to grab her arm, my large fingers wrapping around her bicep. “Tell me, right now. Is Rosa dead?”

“I can show you,” Hadley said.

And with those words, our eyes met, and we both knew: she had me hooked.


Chapter 6: Branch Chief Doyle

Harrison Doyle stood at the ballistic glass, staring out at the Virginia treeline.

He exhaled, and a ghost of condensation bloomed on the cold surface. He recoiled slightly, instinctively checking his reflection to ensure his tie knot hadn't slipped. He hated that fog. It was a reminder of biology—of heat, of breath, of the wet, messy organic functions that compromised a man’s dignity.

In Doyle’s world, sweat wasn't just a bodily function; it was a leak. And leaks were fatal.

He pulled a monogrammed silk handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped the glass clean, erasing the evidence of his own existence.

The Louisiana situation was spiraling. The press was asking questions about "domestic terrorism" and the Director was asking questions about why Doyle still had a job.

He needed a win. Or at least, he needed a scapegoat.

"Tell me you have good news, Bobby," Doyle said without turning around. "Tell me you found the connection Hadley mentioned."

"Better," Bobby Vane said.

Doyle turned.

Bobby was sitting at the mahogany table, his feet up on the leather chair next to him. He was tapping on his tablet, a smug, tight little smile playing on his lips.

"I found the leak," Bobby said.

"What leak?"

"The one in your basement. The one wearing combat boots.”

Doyle frowned. "Hadley? I transferred her. She's in Archives. She's filing cold cases for Bishop."

"No," Bobby said, sliding the tablet across the polished wood. "She isn't."

Doyle picked up the device. On the screen was a security log from the main server.

USER: GRACE, H.

ACCESS LEVEL: OVERRIDE [UNAUTHORIZED]

TIME: 14:42

QUERY: PROJECT TARTARUS / ASSET 492

"Tartarus," Doyle whispered. The blood drained from his face, leaving his tan looking yellowish and sick. "That's a black site holding facility. It doesn't exist."

"It gets worse," Bobby said, popping a mint into his mouth. "At 16:00 hours yesterday, there was a confirmed security breach at Tartarus. A riot in Block C. Systems went down for four minutes. When they came back up, a prisoner was missing."

Doyle felt a cold sweat break out on his back. "Who?"

"Asset 492," Bobby said. He stood up, walking over to the main screen. He punched a key.

A mugshot appeared.

It wasn't a recent photo. It was from an intake processing three months ago. The man looked like a feral animal. Wild beard. Eyes that burned with a flat, dead rage. A face that was a map of scar tissue and violence.

"Jonathan Hunt," Doyle breathed.

"The Cowboy," Bobby mocked. The name Jonathan Hunt had made the rounds at Langley in recent months. How could it not? The last director had been fired over it.

“Isn’t he the guy who shoved a dixie mob heavy into a pipeline pig and laughed about it?”

Bobby nodded. It was a practiced motion, too eager. Doyle knew exactly what Bobby was—a heat-seeking missile for promotion—but he appreciated the performance.

On the Seventh Floor, you didn't rise by being right; you rose by making the boss feel right. It was a specific kind of gravity, and Bobby Vane knew exactly how to orbit.

Doyle dropped into his chair. "She broke him out? Why? She hates operators. She calls them 'blunt instruments.'"

"She's desperate, Harry," Bobby said, using the nickname Doyle hated. "She thinks she's Cassandra, remember? She thinks the sky is falling and nobody is listening. So she went out and bought herself a bucket to catch the falling pieces."

Doyle rubbed his temples. This wasn't just a rogue agent; this was a career-ending catastrophe. If it got out that an unstable analyst had released a Tier-One paramilitary asset who was awaiting a tribunal for murder...

"Where are they?" Doyle asked.

"Phone trace puts Hadley's burner in Louisiana," Bobby said. "St. James Parish. Near the shooting. But it went quiet after that.”

"She's hunting the cell," Doyle realized. "She's going to try to prove her theory."

"She's going to get people killed," Bobby corrected. "Hunt isn't an investigator. He's a demolition charge.”

Doyle looked at the feral face of Jonathan Hunt on the screen. Then he looked at Bobby.

"Burn them," Doyle said.

Bobby paused. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me. Initiate the 'Rogue Asset' protocol. Contact the FBI field office in New Orleans. Contact the State Police."

"Harry, if we involve the Feebs, it becomes a circus."

"I don't care," Doyle snapped. He stood up, buttoning his jacket. The fear was gone, replaced by the cold, reptilian instinct of a bureaucrat protecting his pension. "Send the photos. Send the profiles. Tell them Hadley Grace is mentally unstable and armed. Tell them Jonathan Hunt is a fugitive with a history of extreme violence against law enforcement."

"You want a 'Shoot on Sight' order?" Bobby asked, raising an eyebrow.

"I want containment," Doyle said. "I want them stopped before they find whatever they're looking for. Because if Hadley proves she was right... then we look like the ones who let twenty people die."

Bobby smiled. It was a shark's smile.

"I'll make the call," Bobby said. "I'll tell the Louisiana boys to look for a giant and a girl in combat boots. It shouldn't take long."

Doyle turned back to the window.

"Do it," he whispered. "Bury them.”

Bobby got to his feet and moved towards the door. He paused, tapping something on his tablet. “Sent a requisition to you. Just confirm.” He stepped out into the hall, a giddy sort of hop to his step.

Alone again, Doyle glanced down at his laptop. A protocol form open on his computer.

The problem with Hadley wasn't that she was wrong. It was that she was often right in the most inconvenient ways possible.

Doyle watched the cursor blink on the "Rogue Asset" protocol form. For three years, Hadley Grace had been the splinter under his fingernail. She was abrasive, she dressed like she was fronting a grunge band, and she treated the chain of command as a suggestion. But he had kept her in the basement for a reason. She was a high-yield algorithm wrapped in a headache. When she predicted a threat correctly, Doyle signed his name to the report and took the budget increase. When she started screaming about conspiracies that made the Director uncomfortable, he just closed the soundproof door and let her vent.

She was his canary in the coal mine. But now, the canary had kicked the cage door open and flown straight into the gas.

It was actually perfect, he realized, smoothing his silk tie.

If he fired her last week, he would have lost his best analyst. But if he burned her now... she became the perfect firewall.

She’d crossed a line. If she’d been involved with this riot—somehow letting Hunt free—then it meant there was no going back. It didn’t matter why she’d done it.

He looked at her file. Mental Instability. Insubordination.

She wasn't an employee anymore. She was a liability that needed to be written off the books.

Doyle stared at the monitor. The software was called PRISM (Personnel Risk & Incident Strategy Management), a sanitized interface for dirty work. The digital form hovered on the screen, waiting for authorization.

He hovered the cursor over the dropdown menu for Recommended Action.

There were options. Surveillance. Containment. Apprehend.

Doyle ignored them. He scrolled down to the bottom.

NEUTRALIZE UPON POSITIVE ID.

He paused, his finger hovering over the mouse. It was a heavy thing, signing a death warrant for a woman he’d spoken with only a few days ago. But he ran the mental calculus. If Hadley lived, she testified. If she testified, the oversight committee would peel back the layers of his department until they found the ignored warnings, the budget padding, and the skeletons in the Tartarus closet. She was a loose thread that could unravel the entire tapestry of his career.

But if she died in the swamp? She was a tragic hero. A brilliant but unstable analyst who cracked under the pressure and was killed by the fugitive she’d released. He could give her a medal. He could speak at her funeral. He could control the eulogy.

Dead, she was a tragedy. Alive, she was an indictment.

"Win-win," Doyle whispered.

He inserted his CAC smart card into the reader. He placed his thumb on the biometric scanner. The system chirped—a cheerful, affirmative sound.

AUTHORIZATION CONFIRMED. TRANSMITTING TO FBI / LSP.

He watched the progress bar fill up. Green. Efficient. Final. He adjusted his cufflinks, ensuring the silver caught the light, and turned away from the screen before the transmission was even complete.


Chapter 7: Jonathan

The glass was thick. Wired security glass, separating the sterile hush of the hallway from the rhythmic mechanical noise of the ICU.

I stood with my hands flat against it. The cold seeped through my palms.

Rosa lay on the bed. She looked small amidst the wires and tubes. A ventilator was breathing for her. Hiss. Click. Exhale. A monitor traced a green line that was jagged and uneven. Chaos.

Two to the chest. Tight grouping. Professional.

And one across the face.

I looked at where her jaw used to be. I remembered that line. Soft. Strong. Now it was all bandaged up, wired shut, packed with gauze to hold the shape of a woman who was barely there. She was hanging on, but the grip was slipping.

"Where are the kids?" I asked. My voice sounded strange. Hollow. Like it was coming from someone else.

Hadley Grace was standing three feet behind me. She was hugging her battered black notebook to her chest like armor. She smelled of stale sweat and hospital antiseptic.

"With a sister," she said softly. "A motel off the interstate.”

"Where?"

"I can't tell you that, Hunt."

I turned. Slowly. I looked at the small, anxious woman in the combat boots. I didn't have to speak. The threat was radiating off me like heat off a tarmac.

She didn't flinch this time. She just looked tired. "I can't tell you because you'll go there. And if you go there, you’ll be seen and caught. Then my ass and yours is in the fire. Leo and Maya are safe. I swear it."

I turned back to the glass. To Rosa. To the machine doing the work her lungs couldn't.

"So," I said. "What do you need from me?"

"I need you to stop looking at the bed," she said. "And start looking at the mass casualty events.”

I turned to her, quiet, watchful.

"The shooters," she said. She walked up beside me, staring at the woman fighting for her life. Now I was staring past her into the hospital hallway while she peered through the glass at Rosa’s still form.

"It's a pattern," she said, her voice picking up speed, falling into the rhythm of a briefing. "The attacks come in pairs. Always twos."

“Attacks?”

“That’s right. You wouldn’t have heard. More than twenty people were murdered at a Christmas celebration only a couple days ago. It’s all over the news. Not… in the cage you were in, I guess.”

“A shooting. Rosa got caught by a mass shooter?”

“It’s a pattern,” she said. "Three months ago, Ohio, two shootings at manufacturing plants outside Cleveland. First guy was Frank Kowalski. Fifty-eight. Catholic, union guy, laid off. Blamed NAFTA. Used a hunting shotgun. Three days later? Devin Moore. Nineteen. An incel who lived in a basement and thought 5G towers were melting his DNA. Used a 3D-printed pistol."

"Disparate profiles," I said. "No connection."

"Exactly," she said. "A Catholic boomer and a Gen-Z nihilist. They didn't share a god or a tax bracket. But they hit the same supply chain. Then last month, California. Tariq Al-Jamil. Forklift driver. Sovereign citizen. Hit a logistics hub.”

“Sounds random.”

“There was another one planned for California,” she said. And there was some fire in her voice as if worried I might not believe her. “But a cop got lucky. Found the guy before he went out in a blaze of senseless murder.”

“So… the Louisiana shooter?”

“We don’t know.”

“He’s still at large? Three days later?”

She winced. “It’s… it’s why I think he has help. In part. But it’s all part of a larger pattern.”

I looked at the bandages on Rosa's face. 

"He's a pawn, Hunt. Just like Kowalski and Moore. Someone found him—found the frequency of his desperation—and wound him up. They gave him a target and a weapon."

"I want him," I said.

"He fled into the swamp. The state police are combing the bayou, but they won't find him. He's ghosting."

"I'll find him."

"That's not enough," she insisted. "The shooter is just the bullet. I need you to find the man pulling the trigger. The man running the algorithm."

"I'll start with the pawn," I said. "I find him, I break him, he gives me the handler."

"We don't know where he is," she said. "The whole state is looking."

"So why am I here?" I asked. "If you have the cops and the feds, why did you pull me out of the box?"

"Because they won't listen to me!" Her voice cracked, echoing in the sterile hallway. "My boss, Doyle... he thinks I'm crazy. He thinks I'm seeing patterns in the static. He thinks these are just random tragedies. He calls it 'ambient noise.' But it's not noise. It's a playlist. They ignored me. And twenty-three people died.” She scowled. “It’s my turn to make the call. So,” she muttered, looking directly at me. “I did.” 

She pulled a folded paper from her pocket. A shipping manifest.

"All the targets—Ohio, California, and now here—they supply a company called Micro-Tech. High-end biometrics. It doesn't make sense. Why kill dozens of Americans to delay a shipment of smartwatches? But the math doesn't lie. The probability is zero."

She looked at me, pleading.

"I tried to warn them, Hunt. I told them the Louisiana attack was coming. I got the location right. I got the date right. And they still ignored me. And now Rosa is wired to a machine."

I looked at the monitor. The jagged green line. Life and death measured in hertz.

"Another attack is coming," she said quietly. "The Rule of Two. Louisiana was the first of the pair. The second is scheduled."

I turned to her. "When?"

"Ten days," she said. "We have ten days. But another mass casualty event is coming.”

I looked at the bandages one last time. I cataloged the rage. I compressed it. I turned it into fuel.

"So," she asked, her voice trembling. "Are you in?”

I thought about it. I didn’t have to think long.

I'm a simple man. I don't care about geopolitics, or agency budgets, or who sits in the Oval Office. I care about the three feet of space around the people I love. You respect that space, and I’m just a guy fixing a porch. But the people who did this, the one who pulled the trigger and the ones who pointed the gun… they made a fatal miscalculation.

They thought they were just hurting a nurse. They didn't realize they were unlocking a cage I spent years welding shut. I know how to take a human body apart in ways that don't make the medical journals, and for two years, I’ve tried to hold that back for her sake. Three months ago, I failed.

I had nothing left to lose.

Especially now. If Rosa wasn’t conscious to hold the leash? Then the monster gets to eat.

I nodded.

"I want whoever did this," I said.

"Then let's go hunting," she said.


Chapter 8: Jonathan

I was driving. Hadley had commandeered the back seat of the rental sedan, sitting diagonally so she could watch me in the rearview mirror while furiously tapping on her tablet. It was a power move, or maybe just a nervous tic.

Either way, I felt her eyes on the back of my neck, dissecting me like a frog in biology class.

I didn't speak. I didn't have the energy for chatter. Every time I blinked, I saw the ICU monitor. The jagged green line. The bandages wrapping Rosa's face, holding the shattered pieces of her jaw together.

She had to live. God, she had to live.

I quietly echoed a soft prayer. I’d prayed more than usual in that black site—my dad’s influence. But I was beginning to wonder if the investment was ever going to pay off.

I mean, I was no longer on death row. That was a good start.

I clenched the steering wheel. My left hand ached with a phantom throb.

A Ferris wheel. The smell of funnel cake. Two years ago, before everything went to hell in the Ozarks. Rosa’s kids, Leo and Maya, were screaming with laughter on the Tilt-A-Whirl. I was standing back, watching, feeling out of place in so much normal joy. Rosa had taken my left hand. Her thumb traced the thick ridge of scar tissue across my knuckles. She didn't flinch at the missing digit. She just held it, anchoring me to the ground.

I remember smiling. I used to do that sometimes.

"You're grinding your teeth," Hadley said from the back seat. Her voice was quiet, raspy.

I looked at her eyes in the mirror. Unblinking.

“You miss her? She left you? She must’ve left you. It makes sense…” She nodded to herself as if she’d scored some point in a game. 

I reached out and jabbed the power button on the console, hard enough to make the plastic creak.

The radio blared to life. It was some high-gloss pop anthem—heavy synthesized bass, frantic drums, and a woman’s auto-tuned voice singing about dancing until the world ended. The treble stabbed right behind my eyes, mixing with the lack of caffeine and sleep to start a jackhammer in my skull.

I didn't know the artist. I never did. Pop-culture and I don’t get along. They don’t blast Taylor Swift in most black sites or desert hovels. My playlist consisted of silence and the occasional AM weather report.

Now, the song just sounded like a funeral dirge played at double speed. I grit my teeth harder, letting the headache bloom.

Finally, I turned it off.

Hadley opened her mouth, likely to dissect my soul a bit further. Clearly, she couldn’t take a hint.

So I was done hinting.

“Shut up.”

She blinked in the rearview mirror.

She didn’t deserve an explanation, but I gave one anyway. "I know your type, Grace," I said, my voice rough. "You think people are just puzzles to be solved for your own amusement.”

She didn't deny it. She just popped a fresh bubble. "Trauma is a puzzle, Hunt. It's the most predictable motivator on the planet."

"Is that why you pulled me out of the box? Because you knew I'd be motivated?"

"I'm an analyst," she said, as if that explained everything. "I ran the numbers. Your operational skill-set is in the ninety-ninth percentile for retrieval and kinetic action. Your current legal situation is catastrophic. And your emotional connection to Victim twenty-two—Rosa Martinez—made the probability of acquiring you as a willing asset very high. It was the path of least resistance."

It was cold. It was calculating. And it was entirely accurate.

"And if I'd refused?" I asked. "If I'd told you to go to hell in that diner?"

She stopped tapping on the tablet for a second. She met my eyes in the mirror.

"Unwilling assets work too," she said.

The air in the car seemed to get thinner. I thought about the black site. The boredom. The endless counting of ceiling tiles.

"How would you have coerced me, Grace?” My voice was soft.

She just shook her head, looking back down at her screen. "Don't ask questions you don't want the answers to, Jonathan."

She was bluffing. Probably. But the fact that I wasn't a hundred percent sure was unsettling. She was also a cornered animal, and those are the ones that bite.

"Look at this," she said, thrusting the tablet forward between the front seats.

I glanced down. It was video footage. Grainy, dark, shaking violently. The audio was a nightmare—screams, the crack-crack-crack of a semi-automatic rifle, the roar of bonfires.

"Where did you get this?"

“CIA-FBI shared server dump. Before they locked me out."

"Who took it?"

"A survivor," she said. "Someone smart enough to drop and play dead when the shooting started. They had their phone partially under their body."

On the screen, firelight flickered over mud and chaos. Then, a figure walked into the frame.

He was silhouetted against a massive pyre. He wore a heavy canvas jacket and waders. He held the rifle high, relaxed across his chest. He wasn't running. He was strolling.

"Tell me what you see," Hadley demanded.

I focused on the movement. "Tactical gear, but he wears it awkwardly. The vest is too loose. He's not military. Not police. He doesn't clear corners. He just... walks."

"He's young," Hadley said, leaning forward, her breath smelling of mint. “Look at the gait. The posture. Under twenty-five, I’d bet. White male."

The figure on the screen stopped. He turned his head, looking back towards the levee top, away from the carnage he was creating. It was a quick, nervous glance.

"There," Hadley said, tapping the glass. "Why did he do that? He’s got total control of the kill zone. Why look back?"

"Checking his six," I said. "Basic survival."

"No," she corrected immediately. "That's not a security check. That's a performance check. He's looking for approval. He’s looking for an audience.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. Yet.”

She pulled the tablet back, scrolling through data streams I couldn't read.

"The FBI is drowning right now," she said. "They have three hundred agents on the ground. They're dumping every cell tower in St. James Parish. They're running facial rec on grain-sized pixels. They're interviewing every known domestic extremist group within a five-hundred-mile radius. They have too much hay and not enough needles."

"So what's your profile?" I asked. It made my skin crawl to watch her work, reducing a massacre to psychopathology.

"He's isolated," she said, the words tumbling out fast. "Likely still living at home or in a transient housing situation. Underemployed. High online activity in fringe communities. He feels powerless, ignored. This—" she gestured to the frozen image of the burning levee "—this was his debut ball. He didn't just want to kill; he wanted to be seen killing. Specifically, he wanted to be seen by the person who gave him the rifle."

"A profile is just smoke, Grace. It doesn't give us a name. It doesn't give us an address."

"No," she admitted, the manic energy fading slightly. "It doesn't. The data is a dead end until the Feds get lucky with a DNA hit or a fingerprint on a casing."

I looked out the windshield. The suburban sprawl of Baton Rouge was thinning out, replaced by dense walls of trees and standing water. The air coming through the vents smelled different here—earthy, rotting, ancient.

"So where do we start?" she asked. It was the first time she sounded unsure.

I looked at the endless expanse of green and black slipping past the window.

"The swamp," I said.

"That's... a lot of swamp, Hunt. The Atchafalaya Basin alone is larger than some European countries. If he went to ground in there, he's gone."

"The Feds will run grids," I said. "They'll set up perimeters at the major roads and bridges. They'll use helicopters with FLIR and drone swarms. They’ll be loud, methodical, and by the book."

"And that won't work?"

"Not if he doesn't want to be found. Not in there." I pointed to a cypress tree standing in black water up to its knees, draped in Spanish moss like a shroud. "That terrain eats technology. Heat sensors fail in the humidity. Drones get snagged in the canopy. K9s lose the scent in the water."

I checked the GPS on my phone. We were getting close to the parish line.

"We need to ditch the car," I said.

"Here? We're miles away."

"Exactly. The State Police will have checkpoints on every artery leading into the search zone. We park three miles out, off a logging road. We hike in."

I pulled off the highway onto a crushed-shell service road. The tires crunched loudly in the silence. I drove until the palmettos were scraping the sides of the sedan, deep enough that a passing patrol car wouldn't see the reflection from the taillights.

I killed the engine. The silence that rushed back in was filled with the buzzing of a million insects.

"Wipe it down," I said, popping my seatbelt. "Steering wheel, door handles, dash. Anything you touched. Leave the keys under the mat."

Hadley hesitated, clutching her tablet. "You think they'll find the car?"

"They'll find everything eventually, Grace. The goal is to make sure that by the time they do, we're already gone."

She looked at me then. Really looked at me, not just as a data point.

"You're good at this part," she murmured. 

I opened the door. The heat hit me like a physical blow. I stepped out into the mud, the smell of the swamp filling my lungs. It was the smell of things dying and things growing, all mixed together.

It was time to go to work.

The killer was on foot. We knew where he must’ve entered the swamp, following his kill spree. He’d had two days head start.

But he wasn’t a survivalist. Wasn’t an operator.

He was a bitter young man with a gun, banking on the infinite chaos of the swamp to save him. He thought he was invisible in the cypress and the slime.

But I had hunted warlords in the caves of Tora Bora and tracked terrorists through the steep slopes of the Hindu Kush. He was just a scared kid lost in the dark. And I was the one coming to turn on the lights.


Chapter 9: Jonathan

We were waist-deep in the swamp. The water was black, opaque, and warm. It felt like moving through oil.

"I hate this," Hadley whispered. "I hate every molecule of this."

"Quiet," I said.

A boat was out of the question. In the bayou, an engine is a dinner bell. The state police would be running acoustic sensors and thermal drones that would light up an aluminum hull or a hot outboard motor like a flare. We weren't traversing the terrain; we were wearing it.

Already, we’d passed three FBI boats and two local PD helicopters circling the swamp. The manhunt was underway. But still, the shooter remained at large.

I’d been filled in on the details of the attack, and it only made me see red.

Someone had opened fire at a Festival of Bonfires. It was a cultural staple in St. James Parish—pyres of willow and cane built on the levee to light the way for Santa. Families, fireworks, sparklers. Soft targets. The shooter had turned the batture into a kill box, pinning the crowd against the Mississippi River. Twenty-three dead. Six children trapped in the mud and executed.

And in the middle of it, Rosa Martinez had been kneeling over a dying boy, her hands slick with blood, trying to staunch a severed artery when the gunman walked back up the slope and double-tapped her in the chest before putting a final round through her jaw—the last bullet also killed the teen she’d been trying to save. That was the reality. That was the carnage. 

And the cause of it was somewhere in the swamp.

“You can’t kill him,” Hadley said for what felt like the tenth time.

“I’m starting to feel like you don’t trust me,” I murmured, brushing through low hanging ferns.

“I mean it. We need to find who activated him. Or this will keep happening in other places.”

“Mhmm. Let’s see if we can find him first.”

The FBI’s search grid was a joke. The Maurepas Swamp alone is a hundred thousand acres of cypress knees, black water, and alligator weed. You can hide a barge in here. You can hide a body forever. Trying to find a single human being in this necrotic maze with a helicopter spotlight was like trying to find a specific grain of sand on a beach at midnight.

And yet Hadley seemed to think I’d be able to outpace the feds, the locals.

I did have experience finding targets in impossible terrain. And I was highly motivated. The image of Rosa dying in a hospital bed only fueled me.

She had to make it.

She was a fighter. She wouldn’t leave her kids orphaned. She wouldn’t… leave. Her coworker’s voice on the phone still haunted me.

I think… think she was looking for you.

She’d left the Ozarks in search of me? Why? That didn’t make sense. Her job, her kids, her life… Why would she upend it in search of me?

“Focus, hoss—you’re staring off again.”

I scowled at Hadley’s mud-streaked face.

"My blazer is dry clean only," she hissed. "Do you know how much Hugo Boss charges for a structural lapel?"

We were three miles east of the shooting, deep in the "Dead Canals". The vegetation was thick here—cypress knees jutting up like gravestones, tangled with vines that grabbed at your ankles.

I stopped. I held up a hand missing its pinkie.

"Get down," I ordered.

"In the water? No. Absolutely not. I draw the line at—"

I didn't argue. I grabbed the shoulder of her expensive jacket and shoved her down. She went under with a strangled gasp. I dropped beside her, submerging until only my eyes and nose were above the surface.

Ten seconds later, the world exploded with noise.

A Louisiana State Police airboat tore around the bend, its massive fan screaming like a jet engine. A spotlight swept the bank, turning the Spanish moss into ghostly, skeletal fingers. The beam cut right over our heads.

If we had been standing, the thermal camera mounted on the prow would have picked us up instantly. But the water was warm—nearly eighty degrees—and the mud we were coated in acted as an insulator. We were part of the sludge.

The boat roared past, the wake slapping against my face. It tasted of salt.

I waited until the engine noise faded to a dull thrum before I stood up. I hauled Hadley up by her collar.

She came up sputtering, spitting out black water and a piece of nicotine gum. She looked like a drowned rat. Her hair was plastered to her skull, emphasizing the sharp angles of her face.

"You shoved me," she coughed.

"They had thermals," I said. "You're welcome."

She wiped the muck from her eyes. "I think I swallowed my gum. Do you know how long that stays in your digestive tract?"

“You didn’t. Besides, seven years is a myth," I said. "Let's move."

I pushed through the reeds, scanning the mud bank. I was looking for a sign.The mud sucked at my calves, a heavy, relentless weight.

"What are we doing?" Hadley hissed, swatting a mosquito on her neck. "Every second we stand here is a second he gets further away."

I closed my eyes. I tuned out the buzzing of the insects and focused on the mechanical roar. The helicopters were chopping the air to the north. The airboats were screaming in the west, their fans pushing a wall of sound ahead of them.

"The police are running a compression grid," I said, opening my eyes. "They're starting at the River Road and pushing in. Loud. Bright. They're trying to flush him out."

"It's working," Hadley said. "He has to run."

"Exactly. But he can't go North—that's the road. He can't go West—that's the boats. And South is the open water of the lake; he'd drown in a mile."

I turned my head, looking into the pitch-black darkness of the eastern sector. It was silent. No lights. No engines.

"He's going East," I said. “Pressure pushes an object to the point of least resistance. He's running away from the noise."

"East is just more swamp," Hadley argued.

"Not all of it," I said. "To move oil out of here, they had to lay pipes. And to lay pipes, they had to build berms—raised strips of packed earth to float the heavy machinery."

I pointed a muddy finger into the dark.

"There's an old natural gas cut about two miles that way. The Centurion line. If he's running blind, stumbling through the muck, and his boot suddenly hits hard-packed earth... what does he do?"

Hadley looked at me, her analyst brain catching up. "He follows it. It feels like a road. It feels like a way out."

"It's a psychological guardrail," I said. "He's on the pipeline berm. And if he follows it, it dead-ends at the Blind River bridge."

"We're guessing," she said, but she sounded hopeful.

"We're hunting," I corrected. "Let's go cut him off.”

It took us two hours to find the berm. By now, the moon was hard to see through the dark trees. The police hadn’t made it this far yet.

One of the benefits of running a two-man operation was that we could have speed. The cops and feds were a noose, slowly closing.

But something could slip through a noose.

We were going off instinct and educated guesses. And for the first hour, I thought the berm was a dead end.

We moved in silence, or as close to it as two people waist-deep in a swamp can get. The pipeline berm wasn't a solid road; it was a spine of slightly firmer mud hidden under six inches of black water. Step left, you drop into a six-foot hole. Step right, you tangle in alligator weed so thick it requires a knife to cut free.

We tried the north side of the berm first. Nothing. Just an endless wall of sawgrass that sliced at our hands.

"He didn't go this way," Hadley whispered, pulling a leech off her wrist with a grimace. "Nobody goes this way unless they want to bleed out."

We doubled back. Tried the south slope.

Fail.

The mud here was different—soft, sucking clay that grabbed boots like wet concrete. I found a depression that looked like a footprint, but when I touched it, the edges dissolved. Just a gas bubble bursting from the rot below.

"He's ghosting," Hadley said, her voice tight with panic. "The water resets everything. We're tracking a shadow."

I didn't answer. I just stopped. I turned off my brain's need for geometry and switched to the "soft eyes" technique. I stopped looking for what was there and started looking for what shouldn't be there.

The swamp has a hierarchy. The water hyacinths float on top. The duckweed fills the gaps. The Spanish moss hangs high. Everything has its place, dictated by the tide and the wind.

Then I saw it.

Thirty yards ahead, near the base of a cypress knee, a patch of water hyacinths was wrong.

Hyacinths are floating invasive plants. They drift with the current. But this patch was jammed tight against the flow, the bulbous green bladders crushed and flipped over, exposing the purple, feathery roots to the air.

Nature doesn't flip a hyacinth. A boat wake might, but the water here was still.

"There," I pointed.

"A flower?" Hadley asked. "You're stopping for a flower?"

"Look at the roots," I said, wading closer. "They're purple. That means they're wet. That means they were flipped upside down recently. Someone didn't just walk past them; someone plowed through them. Someone in a hurry who didn't care about leaving a wake."

I reached the patch. Caught in the tangled roots of the overturned plant was a single, tiny thread. Not Spanish moss. Not spiderweb.

It was bright, synthetic orange.

I picked it off. It was a fiber from a cheap hunting vest or a blaze-orange hat.

"He hit the cypress knee," I said, holding the thread up to the moonlight. "He stumbled. He crashed into the hyacinths and snagged his gear."

I looked past the tree. The trail of disturbed floating weeds stretched out like a green scar on the black water, leading straight toward the pipeline bridge.

"We have him," I said.

I found it ten yards later. A broken cattail. A heel print sliding into the muck.

"He went south. Deeper into the cypress. He's trying to get lost."

I started to follow the track.

"No," Hadley said.

I stopped. I turned back. She was wringing out her sleeves, shivering despite the heat.

"Excuse me?"

"He didn't go south," she said. She sounded sure. "He's not a survivalist, Hunt. He's a pawn. He’s a twenty-something kid who spends his life on message boards. He doesn't know how to navigate a swamp."

"The tracks say he went south," I said, pointing at the physical evidence. 

"Psychology," she countered. "He's terrified. He just shot up a crowd. The adrenaline is dumping. He isn't thinking about cover and concealment. He's thinking about the exit strategy."

“The others you mentioned had no strategy. They died on site. Why is this guy different?”

She winced. “I… I don’t know. But someone’s behind this.”

“That’s your guess.”

“I know it!” She snapped. “I predicted this attack. I was right. Another is coming. And someone else is grooming these guys. Activating them. That’s who we need to find. Not… not just some pawn. We need to find the mastermind behind this.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. Yet.”

I stared at her, smacking a mosquito from my cheek.

"They groom these guys," she said, wading closer to me. "They promise them safety. 'Do the job, go to the rendezvous point, we'll get you out.' It's a lie, obviously. The handlers want him caught or killed so the narrative spreads. But he doesn't know it's a lie. He thinks there's a van waiting for him.”

“You know this?”

“I… er… no.”

“So it’s a guess.”

"It's not a guess. It's a profile," she said, her voice dropping to a lecture-hall timbre despite the sludge soaking her combat boots.

"In the BAU, we ran a study on 'Remote-Control Killers'—the ones groomed online. We called it the 'Proxy Paradox.' We found that when you take a socially isolated male and bombard him with 'Hyper-Conformity' messaging—telling him he's part of an elite, secret army—you actually rewire his survival instincts. You activate a lethal form of Groupthink. He stops fearing death and starts fearing exclusion. If he runs into the woods, he's just a murderer alone in the dark. But if he goes to the bridge? He's a soldier returning to base. He isn't running for his life, Hunt. He's running for validation. He'll wait on that bridge until the sun burns him to ash because the alternative is admitting he did it all for nothing."

I looked at the tracks again. They headed into the deepest, thickest part of the bayou.

She’d said a lot of fancy words there. My reply was less of a mouthful.

"South is suicide," I said. "There's nothing back there but gators and mud."

"Exactly," she said. "He walked south for five minutes, realized it was hard, panicked, and checked his map. Where would they tell him to go, Hunt? If you wanted to funnel a useful idiot to a place where he could be easily 'neutralized' or arrested, where would you send him?"

I looked at the mental map in my head. If I wanted to dispose of a loose end, I wouldn't send him into the endless woods. I would send him to a choke point. Somewhere accessible by road, but isolated.

Then I’d put two bullets in his skull.

We had to reach him before he was taken out.

Granted, all of this was Hadley’s conjecture. But so far… she’d proven clever enough. I still wasn’t sure what was in it for her. She’d busted me out of a black site, signing her own arrest warrant.

I glanced at her.

Physically, she was a wreck—shivering in the humid heat, slapping at mosquitoes, her expensive blazer ruined by the kind of muck that never washes out. But her eyes were clear. There was no panic there, only a cold, corrosive fury.

She was a raw nerve in combat boots, and for the first time since she sat down in that diner, I stopped seeing a liability and started seeing a weapon.

"The pipeline bridge," I said. "Two miles east. It crosses the canal. There's a service road on the other side."

"High ground," Hadley said. "Visible. An easy extraction point. Or an easy place for a sniper to clean up a loose end."

"If we follow the tracks," I said, "we find where he gave up."

"If we go to the bridge," she said, "we find him waiting for a ride that isn't coming."

I looked at her. She was shivering, covered in slime, and completely out of her element physically. But her eyes were clear. She was profiling the target. She was "Red Teaming" the operation.

I nodded. "We go to the bridge."

"Good," she said. She tried to step forward and her boot stuck in the suction of the mud. She stumbled, grabbing my belt to stay upright. "God, I miss pavement."

We moved east.

It took an hour. We had to dodge two more patrol boats and a helicopter that hovered low enough to shake the leaves off the trees. Every time the lights swept over us, I felt the itch. The desire to find a corner to hide in. But the swamp was pure entropy.  

We reached the pipeline bridge just as the sun was starting to bleed grey light into the sky.

It was a rusted steel gantry crossing a narrow stretch of black water. A service road ran along the top of the levee.

I pulled Hadley down behind a cluster of palmettos.

"There," I whispered.

She stood, stared. A dark shape was cutting through the weeds.

Then the engine cut. It wasn't the high-pitched whine of a police airboat; it was the low, throat-clearing grumble of a surface-drive "mud motor"—a rig built to chew through roots and sludge without stalling.

A matte-black aluminum skiff slid out of the mist and crunched onto the bank fifty yards downriver.

Three men stepped off. They didn't move like law enforcement. There were no raid jackets with yellow letters, no shouting for compliance, no hesitation. They moved with the fluid, silent economy of a wolf pack. They wore high-end civilian hunting gear—Sitka and Kuiu patterns designed to vanish in the reeds—but the weapons they held weren't for ducks. Short-barreled carbines with long suppressors. Thermal monoculars on lanyards.

They fanned out instantly, scanning the bridge with a terrifying lack of urgency, looking for a body to confirm, not a suspect to arrest.

“Down, get down now!” I dragged Hadley to the mud once again.

“Stop doing that!” she snapped.

But the two of us went quiet, staring towards the three men. Guns now pointed outward. Flashlight beams swept the misty murk.

They began to move, up the slope, mud squelching.

Within the minute, they’d reach our hiding spot.


Chapter 10: Jonathan

The mud motor cut out, leaving a ringing silence that was instantly filled by the sucking sound of boots on the bank.

Three men.

They moved with a terrifying fluidity, their silhouettes cutting sharp angles against the grey fog. They weren't law enforcement. Cops move in grids; they check corners; they shout. These men flowed like water, checking sightlines with the casual efficiency of predators who owned the dark.

They were twenty yards away. Then fifteen.

I pressed Hadley deeper into the root ball of the cypress tree. The water lapped at our chests. I could feel her heart hammering against my arm.

Ten yards.

I saw the outline of a subcompact pistol printed against the wet wool of her blazer. A Glock 43. Single stack. Six rounds.

Against three men with carbines and body armor, it was a paperweight.

I moved my hand, reaching for her hip.

She was faster.

Her hand snapped down, drawing the weapon and pressing it close to her chest, the barrel pointed up. Her grip was white-knuckled, shaking violently, but her finger was indexed along the slide. She wasn't an operator, but she wasn't freezing. She was preparing to die fighting.

I grabbed her wrist, squeezing hard. Don't, I mouthed.

The lead man stopped. He was eight feet away. He turned his head, his thermal monocular sweeping over the water hyacinths, moving towards the ridge where we hid.

This was it. The thermal would pick up the heat of our faces. I coiled my muscles, preparing to lunge, to drag him into the water and hope the others hesitated.

Then, the man spoke.

"Sektor chist."

I froze. I didn't speak the language but I knew the cadence. I knew the hard, guttural consonants.

Russian.

He pointed off to the right, toward the deeper channel.

Before I could process why Russian mercenaries were hunting a kid in a Louisiana swamp, a low rumble vibrated through the water, shaking my ribcage.

The men turned sharply, weapons raised.

A second boat emerged from the river mist. It was a twin to the first—black aluminum, low profile, built to chew through the vegetation. Four more men stepped off. They were built like tanks, carrying heavy gear bags that clanked with metallic weight.

They convened with the first group on the muddy bank, a mere twenty feet from where we were hiding. They spoke in hushed, rapid-fire Russian, checking watches and pointing toward the pipeline.

Suddenly, a shout from the bridge.

"Hey! Over here!" The voice didn't belong to a soldier.

It cracked—high, thin, and desperate. Hadley flinched, her grip tightening on my arm until her nails dug in. We both watched as a figure detached itself from the shadows of the concrete pylon, sliding down the embankment to meet the mercenaries.

It was the shooter.

I felt a cold, acidic spike of bile hit the back of my throat. I had expected a monster. A fanatic with dead eyes. What I saw was a child. In the pale moonlight, the architect of the St. James massacre looked pathetic—a stringy, hunched silhouette dragging the muzzle of his rifle in the mud like a forgotten toy.

This was the thing that had put a bullet in Rosa’s chest? This shivering, sweating creature who looked like he’d never thrown a punch in his life? He had slaughtered twenty people and executed children in the mud, and he didn't look like a killer. He looked like a lost kid waiting for a ride home.

He stumbled down the muddy embankment, slipping and sliding. He had pulled his hood down. He had a weak chin that trembled as he tried to smile. He looked like exactly what Hadley had profiled: a lonely, invisible kid who had set the world on fire just to be seen.

He continued carrying the rifle by the barrel, dragging the stock in the mud.

"I... I did it," he called out, his voice cracking. He sounded like a toddler showing a drawing to a parent. "I did it! Did you see the fire?"

The Russians didn't speak. They formed a semi-circle, blocking his path to the levee.

"So... so what now?" the kid asked, his smile faltering. "Do we go to the safe house? I'm hungry."

The group parted. A man stepped forward from the second boat.

He was massive. He looked like he had been carved out of a glacier—a thick, jutting jaw, a heavy brow ridge, and a mane of thick, golden-blond hair that was almost white in the gloom. He was handsome in a primal, Neanderthal sort of way. A Flintstone villain wearing a tactical vest.

He didn't raise a weapon. He opened his arms.

He walked up to the shivering kid and clamped a massive hand onto his shoulder. It looked friendly. Brotherly. A gesture of validation.

"Good work," the man said. His English was thick, heavy with the same accent. "You did very good work. She wants to see you. She can’t wait.”

The kid melted under the praise. He slumped, relief washing over him. "I thought... I thought you weren't coming. Is she… is she with you?”

He glanced towards the boat.

“She is waiting for you. Come, I’ll take you to her.

He reached out with his other hand and gently took the DDM4 rifle from the kid's grip. He handed it back to one of the soldiers without looking away from the boy's face.

"The boat is ready," the Flintstone said. "Come."

He turned the kid around, guiding him toward the water's edge, his arm draped heavily over the boy's shoulders. The kid hesitated for a split second, looking at the black water, then looked back at his new 'brothers.'

"Okay," the kid said.

They reached the edge of the mud.

The Flintstone stopped. He leaned in close, as if to whisper a secret in the boy's ear.

Snap.

A sound like a green branch breaking.

The kid didn't scream. He didn't struggle. He just dropped. His head lolled at an impossible angle, his chin resting on his shoulder blade.

I watched, my stomach turning to ice. It was so fast. So casual.

The group moved instantly. This wasn't a murder; it was an assembly line.

Two men grabbed the boy's arms and legs. They hauled him onto a tarp spread out on the mud.

Hadley let out a small, strangled whimper. I clamped my hand over her mouth again, pulling her deeper into the sludge of the swamp.

"Watch," I whispered.

One of the men opened a heavy canvas bag. He pulled out a reciprocating saw.

Zzzzzzt.

The sound was muffled, damp, but unmistakable.

I watched, horrified, as they went to work. They didn't just kill him; they erased him. They worked with the speed of butchers who had a quota to fill. Saws. Knives. Heavy, black contractor bags.

In three minutes, the boy was gone. He was just three heavy, damp sacks.

One of the men pulled stone weights from the boat—cinder blocks tied with heavy gauge wire. They cinched the bags to the blocks.

They walked to the edge of the deep channel. Flung the bags that had once been a human person.

Splash. Splash. Splash.

The black water swallowed the evidence.

The Flintstone wiped his hands on a rag and tossed it into the boat. He checked his watch. He said something in Russian that sounded like "Schedule," and pointed north.

They piled into the boats. The engines grumbled to life, churning the water into a frothy soup. They peeled away, heading deeper into the swamp, disappearing into the fog as quickly as they had arrived.

Silence rushed back in. The crickets started chirping again, indifferent to the butchery.

Hadley stared at the empty mud bank. She was breathing in short, sharp gasps, her chest heaving against the water. She was shaking so hard she was creating ripples.

"Believe me now?" she whispered. "It's a conspiracy. A foreign conspiracy."

I looked at the dark water where the bags had gone down.

"We need to see that body," I said.

"What?" She looked at me like I was insane. "They chopped him up, Jonathan!"

"They took his phone," I said. "They took the gun. The only intel we have left is in those bags at the bottom of the river."

I started stripping off my flannel shirt.

"We need a face," I said. "Or what's left of one.”


Chapter 11: Jonathan

The engine noise faded, swallowed by the density of the cypress trees and the damp, heavy air.

I waited. One minute. Two. I counted the beats of my own pulse, calibrating the silence. The swamp was resetting itself. The crickets started first, a hesitant chirping, followed by the deeper, rhythmic croak of the bullfrogs.

"Are they gone?" Hadley whispered. She was pressed into the mud behind a fan of palmettos, shaking so hard her teeth were clicking together.

"They're gone," I said.

I stood up. My knees popped. The mud suctioned against my boots with a wet thwack.

"We need the face," I said.

Hadley stared at the black water of the canal. The surface was calm again, oily and opaque. "They sank him, Hunt. He’s gone."

"Nope," I said, walking to the edge of the berm. "They used weights. But the bottom here is silt, not concrete. Heavy objects sink, but they settle. And if they were in a hurry—and they were—they didn't go to the middle of the channel."

I took off my flannel shirt. The air was thick with mosquitoes, but wet cotton drags you down. I kept my boots on. You don't go barefoot in a place where half the wildlife has teeth and the other half is venomous.

"What are you doing?" Hadley hissed.

"Going fishing."

I slid into the water. It was warmer than the air, a tepid bath that smelled of rotting vegetation. 

I took a breath and went under.

The world turned black. Zero visibility. I was blind, navigating by touch alone. I pulled myself down the pylon of the bridge, feeling the slime-coated concrete. My hand hit the bottom—soft, yielding muck that felt like pudding.

I swept my arms in a wide arc. Nothing but roots and trash.

I surfaced, gasping. The humidity made it hard to get a full lungful of air.

"Nothing?" Hadley asked from the bank. She looked pale and small.

"Current is stronger down there," I said. “Drift."

“Is this… is this necessary?” She asked, her voice shaking.

I looked her dead in the eye, treading water. I didn’t reply.

I went down again. Deeper this time. My ears popped. I dragged myself along the bottom, my fingers raking through the silt.

Then I felt it.

Plastic. Slick, industrial-grade polymer.

I traced the shape. It was lumpy, irregular. Heavy. I found the knot at the top—zip ties. I found the weight—a cinder block tied with nylon rope.

I planted my feet in the mud, grabbed the rope, and pulled.

It didn't budge.

The suction of the mud had already claimed it. I had to fight the swamp for it. I wrapped the rope around my wrist and heaved. My lungs burned. My vision sparked with phantom lights.

With a wet shuck sound that vibrated through the water, the block broke free.

I kicked hard, dragging the dead weight up. I broke the surface and hauled the bag onto the mud bank.

It was heavy. It leaked a dark fluid that wasn't river water.

"Is that him?" Hadley asked, stepping back. Her hand was over her mouth.

I didn't answer. I pulled the knife from my belt and sliced the zip ties.

The smell hit us instantly. It wasn't just death; it was fresh death, mixed with the metallic tang of the swamp. I peeled the plastic back.

It was a torso. Just the torso.

The head and limbs were gone.

"Oh God," Hadley choked.

"Professional," I noted, detached. "Harder to ID a torso. No fingerprints. No dental."

"Hunt, stop."

"We need the face," I repeated. "There were three splashes."

I went back in.

The second bag was lighter. It contained limbs. I didn't open it all the way. I didn't need to see the hands to know they’d probably removed the fingertips.

I went back for the third.

My energy was fading. The adrenaline dump from the encounter with the cleanup crew was wearing off, replaced by a deep, bone-weary exhaustion. I couldn’t shake the image of Rosa out of my mind. Hospital bed. Beep. Beep. The monitors had taunted me.

I could feel Hadley watching me, disgusted.

She looked at me like I was the monster. Like the thing in the bag and I were the same species. What had she thought she was releasing from that black site? A cocker spaniel? 

She didn't understand. She couldn't. To her, this was a nightmare realized. To me, it was just biology with the power cut. I didn't enjoy it. The smell of copper and rot was already coating the back of my throat, triggering a sensory memory of a safe house in Karachi that went bad in '19. I felt the revulsion, but I felt it the way you feel a cold draft in a warm room—distant, manageable.

I had spent a decade training my brain to separate the horror from the hardware. If I stopped to mourn every piece of wreckage I pulled out of the dark, I’d have put a bullet in my own palate a long time ago. I focused on the tangibles. Data.

The weight of the bag. The angle of the cut. The logistics of extraction. You lock the humanity in a box, you weld the lid shut, and you do the job. 

I found the third bag caught in a tangle of roots ten yards downstream. It was small. Round.

I brought it up.

I set it on the grass. My chest was heaving. I was covered in slime, blood, and mud. I looked like a ghoul rising from the bog.

I cut the plastic.

The boy’s face stared up at the moon.

He was young. Acne scars on his chin. Blue eyes wide open, clouded now, fixed in a permanent expression of surprise. His mouth was open, as if he were about to ask a question. The cut at the neck was jagged—a rush job with a serrated blade.

"Hadley," I said. "Camera."

She didn't move. She was staring at the severed head, her eyes wide, her skin the color of old paper. She made a sound—a guttural noise.

Then she bent double and retched.

It was violent. She threw up into the reeds, her whole small body shaking with the force of it.

I waited. I didn't pat her back. I let her finish.

When she straightened up, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she looked at me with watery eyes.

"Bury it," I said.

She blinked. "What?"

"The vomit," I said. "Bury it. Vomit is full of epithelial cells. Unless you want your genetic code logged in a database by the people who find this next, you’ll clean up.”

She stared at me. For a second, I thought she was going to scream. Then, she used her boot to kick heavy black mud over the mess she’d made.

She stood up, trembling.

"How are you so cold?" she demanded. Her voice was raspy, accusing. "It's a head, Hunt. A human head in a bag. And you're worried about... saliva?"

"I'm worried about survival," I said. "The dead don't care. The living do."

I grabbed the head by the hair. It was greasy. I turned it so the moonlight caught the features.

"Take the picture."

She fumbled with her tablet. Her hands were shaking so bad she almost dropped it in the mud. She tapped the screen, the blue light illuminating the gruesome trophy.

Click.

"Again," I said. "Profile. And get the ear. Ear biometrics are as good as fingerprints."

She moved around, stepping carefully in the muck. Click. Click.

"Got it," she whispered. She lowered the tablet, breathing hard. "I got it."

"Run it," I said. "We need a name."

She tapped the screen, her fingers flying. She wasn't looking at the head anymore; she was looking at the data. That was her coping mechanism. She analyzed trauma to avoid feeling it.

"Accessing Langley servers," she muttered. "Bypassing the firewall via the back door I left open in the weather satellite feed..."

She frowned. She stopped typing.

"No," she whispered.

"What?"

"I'm locked out." She tapped frantically. "Credential revoked. Token expired. They... they patched the hole."

She looked up at me, panic flaring in her eyes.

"Your boss," I said. "He figured it out."

"Doyle... or Bobby," she spat the name. "Bobby Vane. He must have run a trace on my login. He bricked my access. I can't run the facial rec. I can't access the database."

"Can you fix it?"

She winced, looking at the tablet's weak signal bars. "I... I can probably get back in. I know Bobby's coding style; he's lazy. He uses standard NSA patches. But I can't do it with one bar of 4G in a swamp. I need a hardline. Or at least a high-speed connection."

I looked at the head. Then I looked at the dark water.

"Should we take it with us?" I asked.

Hadley stared at me. Her mouth opened, then closed. She looked from me to the severed head and back again.

"Are you insane?" she hissed. "You want to carry a... a head? In the car? Through a police dragnet?"

"Evidence," I said. "If the photo isn't enough."

"Leave it!" she said, her voice rising to a near-shriek before she caught herself. "We need to get out of the swamp, Hunt. Right now."

I looked at the boy one last time. I felt a pang of pity—not for the killer, but for the waste of it all. I pushed the head back into the bag. I put a heavy rock inside, zipped it up, and slid it into the water.

It sank immediately.

"Shouldn't we tell someone?" I asked, wiping my hands on my pants. "The State Police. The FBI. Tell them where the body is."

Hadley nodded, shoving the tablet into her blazer pocket. "I'll call in the location. Anonymous tip.”

She looked down at her boots—expensive combat boots, now caked in grey clay and blood. She pulled a piece of gum from her pocket, her hand shaking, and popped it into her mouth. Squish.

"Let's go," she muttered, turning away from the canal, toward the treeline. "I'm getting new shoes after this."

I watched her stomp toward the treeline, her combat boots slipping in the mud.

I frowned.

It didn't add up. Analysts don't commit felonies. They don't burn down careers and risk federal prison just to prove they were right. You don't break a man out of a black site because you're a "good person." You do it because you're haunted. I looked at the set of her shoulders, the rigid way she hugged herself.

It wasn't just professional pride; it was penance. Grief is a specific kind of fuel, and she was running rich on it. Had she lost someone? A husband? A kid caught in the crossfire of some other "statistical anomaly" she failed to predict?

She was a hard book to read but I knew one thing for sure: nobody fights this hard for strangers.


Chapter 12: Jonathan

We found a hunting camp three miles from the pipeline bridge.

It wasn't much—a raised shack on stilts with a rusted tin roof and a "Trespassers Will Be Shot" sign that had been used for target practice. But it had a cistern, a generator, and a propane tank.

Most importantly, it had a shower.

We broke in through the back window. I didn't smash the glass; I used adhesive foam from the back of the Trespassers sign to hold the shards. Noise discipline still applied, even when you were covered in biological waste.

We found clothing in an old, dusty dresser.

Hadley went first. She stayed in the bathroom for twenty minutes. I stood guard by the window, watching the tree line, listening to the generator hum and the water hammer in the pipes.

When she came out, she was wearing a flannel shirt that hung to her knees and a pair of oversized camo cargo pants she’d rolled up at the cuffs. She looked like a child playing soldier, except for the eyes. Her eyes were still seeing the severed head.

"Your turn," she said, hugging herself. She was shivering again.

I went into the bathroom. The floor was wet. There was a ring of black grime around the drain.

I stripped. I scrubbed the swamp off my skin with a bar of Lava soap that smelled like pumice and chemicals. I watched the grey water swirl down the drain. It carried the mud, the duckweed, and the microscopic evidence of where we’d been.

When I was clean, I didn't step out.

I found a bottle of bleach under the sink.

I poured it over the floor. I poured it into the drain. I grabbed a rag and wiped down the faucet handles, the shower stall, the door knob.

We were leaving a biological signature everywhere we went. Hair, skin cells, saliva. Bleach destroys DNA. It turns a crime scene into a sterile void.

I wiped the condensation off the mirror. I wiped the light switch. I organized the toothbrushes in the cup by height. It satisfied an itch.

"You're taking too long," Hadley called from the other room.

"Sanitizing," I said, stepping out.

I found a pair of jeans that were two inches too short and a sweatshirt that said LSU TIGERS. Better than the wet clothes.

"We can't stay here," I said. "No signal."

"I know," Hadley said. She was pacing the small living room, chewing a fresh piece of gum. Snap. Pop. "I need bandwidth, Hunt. I need to run that face."

"Pack the wet clothes," I said. "We burn them later."

We took the owner's truck—a beat-up Ford F-150 with a transmission that whined like a dying cat. I hot-wired it in thirty seconds.

We drove north, away from the dragnet, until the trees thinned out and the glow of sodium lights stained the sky orange.

The Tiger Stop was a twenty-four-hour diesel cathedral off the interstate. It was a "social choke point"—a place where the flow of humanity compressed into a single stream for coffee, fuel, and bathrooms.

It was also a surveillance nightmare.

Cameras at the pumps. Cameras at the registers. Cameras over the ATM.

I pulled the cap I’d stolen low over my eyes. "Head down," I told Hadley. "Don't look at the lenses."

"I'm looking for Wi-Fi, not a selfie," she muttered. “Those guys… in the swamp. They were Russian.”

“Or pretending to be. Could’ve had training to keep cover. Playing a role while in the field.”

“They were Russian,” she insisted.

“It’s possible.”

“Seven of them. It’s—this is bigger than I thought.”

“We don’t know what we saw back there,” I murmured. “They killed him. That’s it. Don’t guess pass that. Now go, you first.”

I held the door to the twenty-four hour truck stop diner.

We walked in. The air smelled of fryer grease, stale coffee, and floor wax. It was bright—aggressive, fluorescent bright. I felt the exposure immediately. My skin prickled. I prefer the dark. Darkness is cover. 

We took a booth in the back, far from the windows, close to the kitchen exit. Tactical habit. Always know where the knives are.

Hadley opened her tablet. She didn't look at the menu. She looked at the waitress—a woman in her fifties with tired eyes and orthopedic shoes.

"She has a gambling debt," Hadley whispered, tapping the screen.

"Focus on the job, Grace."

"I am focusing. I'm warming up." She popped a bubble. "Look at her ring finger. Pale band where the gold used to be. Pawned it. Not divorced, because phone screensaver is still her hubby and her. She keeps checking her phone, but she doesn't text. She's checking scores. Or an app. And the truckers..."

She gestured with her chin to the counter. Three men. Big. Heavy canvas jackets.

"The one on the left is divorced, hasn't seen his kids in six months. He's eating the meatloaf because it reminds him of a home he doesn't have anymore. The one in the middle is hiding a back injury to keep his CDL license. He sits crooked."

"You're deflecting," I said quietly. “Also, I’m calling bullshit on the meatloaf. But you’re just reading them so you don't have to think about the boy in the bag.”

She stopped typing. Her hands froze over the keyboard. She looked at me, and for a second, the manic analyst mask slipped.

"If I stop analyzing, Hunt, I start screaming. So let me work."

"Work fast," I said. "I don't like this place."

I watched the door. A family of four walked in. Tired parents, hyperactive kids. A state trooper walked in, bought a Red Bull, and left. He didn't look at us.

"Got it," Hadley whispered.

I turned to her. "You're in?"

"I bypassed the firewall. I routed through a server in Estonia to mask the ping. Running the face now."

The progress bar on her screen filled up. Green. Fast.

A match popped up.

"Kevin Cognon," she read. "Twenty-two years old."

"Profile?"

"Textbook," she said, her eyes scanning the data stream. "He's a ghost in the real world, but a loudmouth in the digital one. Heavy footprint on 4chan, 8kun, and a dozen encrypted anarchist forums. He posts memes. Trolling. Deeply political rants, but incoherent—he hates the Left for being 'weak' and the Right for being 'corporate shills.'"

She swiped the screen.

"Lots of misogyny," she noted, her voice flat. "Complains about women having 'impossible standards.' Rants about how he’s 'invisible.' He wasn't political, Hunt. He was lonely. And angry."

"Address?" I asked.

"Lived with his mother," she said. "Trailer park in Sorrento. Thirty minutes from here."

"Then that's where we go," I said. "If he lived with his mom, she knows who he was talking to. She knows who came to visit."

"Hunt," she said, zooming in on a map. "If he was part of a cell..."

Blue lights flashed against the front window.

I stiffened. I didn't turn my head fast—that triggers the predator response in law enforcement—but I shifted my gaze.

A Sheriff's Deputy cruiser had just pulled up to the pumps. He wasn't getting gas. He was sitting in the car, talking on the radio.

He looked at the diner. Then he looked down at his computer terminal. Then back at the diner.

"Grace," I said, my voice low. "Close the laptop."

"I'm downloading his chat logs, I need ten seconds—"

"Now."

I looked around the room. The waitress was pouring coffee for the three truckers at the counter. But she wasn't looking at the cup. She was looking at the television mounted above the pie case.

I looked up.

The screen was split. On the left, the burning levee in St. James. On the right, two photos.

One was my mugshot from the black site—wild beard, dead eyes.

The other was Hadley’s Agency ID photo—sharp, severe, unsmiling.

The chyron at the bottom screamed in bold red letters: WANTED FOR QUESTIONING IN ST. JAMES MASSACRE. ARMED AND EXTREMELY DANGEROUS.

"Oh, shit," Hadley breathed. She had followed my gaze. "Doyle. That son of a bitch. He burned us."

The audio on the TV was low, but audible. "...suspects are believed to be heavily armed. Authorities urge citizens not to approach..."

The waitress put the coffee pot down. Her hand was shaking. She looked at us. Then she looked at the truckers.

The trucker in the middle—the one with the bad back—turned on his stool. He looked at the TV. He looked at me.

He nudged the guy next to him.

"Movement," I whispered. "Three o'clock."

The Deputy was getting out of his car. He adjusted his belt. He unsnapped the retention strap on his holster. He wasn't coming in for a donut.

I looked at the truckers. They were standing up. They were big men, corn-fed and tired, fueled by caffeine and the kind of patriotic anger that makes people do stupid, heroic things.

They blocked the aisle.

"Hey," the middle trucker said. His voice was deep, gravelly. He pointed a finger the size of a sausage at me. "You're the guy. From the TV."

The diner went silent. The family in the corner stopped eating. The fryer in the kitchen hissed.

I stood up slowly. I kept my hands visible, palms open. I wasn't afraid of the truckers—I could disable all three of them in six seconds without breaking a sweat—but I couldn't do it without making a scene that would bring the Deputy running with his gun drawn.

"We don't want any trouble," I said. My voice was calm, the "Negotiator" tone.

"You killed those kids on the levee," the trucker snarled. He took a step forward. He wasn't thinking about the "Armed and Dangerous" part. He was thinking about the six dead children.

"No," Hadley said, standing up beside me. "We didn't. We're trying to—"

"Shut up, lady," the trucker spat.

The door chime dinged. A cheerful, two-tone sound.

It was the only pleasant thing in the room.

The Deputy stepped across the threshold. He was young. Maybe twenty-four. His uniform was too clean, his haircut too fresh. He looked like he was expecting to break up a disagreement over a declined credit card, not walk into a kill box.

He scanned the room. His eyes swept over the gum rack, the register, and then they snagged on the wall of flannel and denim blocking the aisle.

Then he saw me.

I watched the recognition hit the deputy. It wasn't immediate. He looked at the truckers, then at the gap between their shoulders, then at the face he’d likely just seen on an APB on his cruiser’s computer.

His pupils dilated. His breath hitched in his chest, visible in the rise of his uniform shirt. The biology of fear took over. His brain dumped cortisol and adrenaline into his system, washing out his fine motor skills.

He didn't reach for his radio.

His hand clawed for his hip.

It was a clumsy draw. He fumbled the retention hood on his holster—a Level Three Safariland, designed to keep a weapon secure during a scuffle. It requires a specific thumb motion to release.

He yanked. The gun stayed put.

He yanked again, harder, panic making him brutish. The polymer clicked, the hood rolled forward, and the Glock 17 tore free.

He brought the weapon up. His grip was terrible. The muzzle wavered, tracing a shaky figure-eight in the air.

"Hands!" he screamed.

The sound was jagged. His voice cracked, an octave higher than he intended. 

"Let me see your hands! Everybody down!"

In the movies, people drop instantly. In the real world, mass has inertia.

The truckers were big men. They were running on anger and caffeine, not tactical awareness. They didn't process the command. They didn't drop.

They just froze.

The one in the middle—the guy with the bad back—blinked. He turned slowly, like a barge fighting a current. He looked at the Deputy, then at the gun, his face slack with bovine confusion.

He wasn't moving. He was obstructing.

For a split second, the Deputy didn't have a shot. He had a wall of civilian flesh between his muzzle and my chest.

I saw the Deputy’s eyes widen. He was hyperventilating now. He tried to step sideways to clear his line of fire, but his feet got tangled in the floor mat.

His finger found the trigger. I saw the knuckle turn white. He wasn't squeezing; he was clenching.

The truckers were still standing there, a confused, human shield, completely unaware that the safety was off and the hammer was falling.

Time ran out.

I looked at Hadley. I looked at the kitchen exit behind us.

"Duck," I whispered.

"What?"

“Duck!”

The first shot rang out.


Chapter 13: Jonathan

The first shot missed, smashing into the wall behind us.

The truckers were a wall of flannel and confusion blocking the aisle. In the field, terrain is binary: it is either a tool or a trap. Right now, this booth was a trap. We were boxed in against the laminate wall, our anonymity shattered on the TV screen above, with a nervous kid waving a Glock at the exit.

He was aiming for another shot, shouting incoherently. The diner’s waitress was screaming. The host had dashed out the door.

I wasn’t looking at them.

I was looking at the feet of our table.

The bolts anchoring the table to the floor were Grade 5 steel, probably half-inch diameter. Respectable for a diner, insufficient for a crisis.

I didn't lift the table. Lifting is for gym rats and movers. I dropped my center of gravity, wedged my shoulder under the faux-steel laminate, and drove upward with my legs.

Screech.

The sound of metal tearing through linoleum was louder than the Deputy’s voice. The bolts stripped, popping like rivets.

Another shot. This one sparked off my impromptu cover.

I treated the tabletop like a riot shield, tucking my head behind the edge and pushing it forward.

I lunged, closing the gap in one explosive step.

I wasn't aiming for the Deputy. He was the threat, but the truckers were the obstacle. A wall of patriotic beef.

The middle trucker—the one with the bad back—saw the table rushing toward him. His eyes went wide. He tried to raise his hands, but Newton’s laws were already in session, and the verdict was impact.

I hit him.

I didn't want to hurt him. I just wanted to relocate him.

I drove the table into his midsection, distributing the force across his gut. It was a "soft" collision—enough to knock the wind out of him, not enough to crack ribs.

"Oof!"

He stumbled backward, his boots sliding on the greasy tile.

The first guy slammed into the trucker on his left. They went down in a tangle of flannel, toppling backward directly into the Deputy.

It was a mosh pit of bad balance. The Deputy yelped as he was shoved against the pie case. His arm jerked up.

Bang.

The gun went off.

The round went into the acoustic ceiling tile, dusting the special of the day with white powder.

"Stay down, hoss," I muttered. 

The truckers were a groaning heap on the floor. Unbroken, just rearranged. 

"Move!" I yelled to Hadley.

The deputy was getting up. His partner had emerged, moving towards the doorway, his own gun drawn.

Couldn’t leave out the exit, then. So we just had to create a new exit.

I didn't drop the table. I pivoted.

I swung the heavy metal pedestal base around like a medieval mace. I put my hips into the rotation, aiming for the bottom corner of the plate glass window.

CRASH.

The window didn't just break; it vaporized. Thousands of safety-glass diamonds sprayed out into the parking lot like glittering gravel. The humid night air rushed in.

"Go!" I grabbed Hadley by the back of her oversized sweatshirt—she felt light, like a bird with hollow bones—and vaulted through the empty frame.

My boots hit the asphalt. I kept my balance, dragging her through the debris field. She stumbled, her combat boots crunching on the glass, her laptop clutched against her ribs.

We were outside. But outside wasn't safe. It was a shooting gallery.

"Freeze!"

I spun around.

The Deputy had untangled himself from the pile of truckers. He was standing in the broken window frame, glass crunching under his shoes. He had leveled the Glock.

I analyzed him in a heartbeat. Stance too wide. Shoulders hunched.

His partner had entered the diner in the confusion to render aid.

The deputy had a clear shot at my chest. I saw his finger tightening. The shout commands were over. He was in survival mode. His lizard brain was screaming kill the giant.

I couldn't rush him. I couldn't dodge.

I reached for Hadley’s waistband.

She yelped as I ripped the compact pistol from the holster she’d hidden under the sweatshirt.

"Hunt!"

I didn't aim at the Deputy. I have a rule about dead cops: Don't make any. It complicates the paperwork and haunts the sleep.

I raised the weapon forty-five degrees.

I looked at the transformer box on the utility pole directly above the diner. It was a grey canister, humming with 13,000 volts of the grid’s finest juice.

I didn't hesitate. I exhaled.

Pop. Pop.

Two rounds. FMJ.

The first punched a hole in the casing. The second hit the coils.

ZZAAP-BOOM.

It was like a lightning strike bottled in a can. A shower of blue-white sparks cascaded down like fireworks on the Fourth of July. The transformer blew with a concussive thud that rattled my molars.

The sodium lights died instantly.

The parking lot plunged into absolute, heavy darkness. 

The Deputy flinched, ducking away from the shower of sparks raining down on the roof. He lost his sight picture. He lost his nerve. He squeezed a shot. It shattered a windshield behind me.

"Run," I whispered.

We sprinted for the truck. I shoved Hadley into the passenger side and vaulted into the driver's seat.

I turned the key. The engine whined, caught, and rattled to life. It sounded like a tractor.

I didn't turn on the headlights.

I dropped it into gear and floored it, tearing out of the lot, guided only by the ambient light of the moon and the muscle memory of the road.

Behind us, the diner was a silhouette against the night, smoke rising from the pole, the Deputy shouting into a radio that wouldn't bring help fast enough.

"You shot the municipal power grid," Hadley said. She looked as if she was in shock. She was gripping the dashboard like it was a panic bar. "That’s a federal crime, Hunt. On top of the murder warrants."

I kept the headlights off, navigating by the grey ribbon of the road and the ambient glow of the chemical plants on the horizon. The truck rattled, a loose U-joint clunking a rhythm against the floorboards.

"We needed an exit, Grace. I made one."

She continued, her voice rising. "We need to go underground. We need to disappear before the State Police set up a perimeter on I-10. We have to stop."

"No," I said, shifting gears. The transmission whined in protest. "Disappearing is defensive. We don't have time for defense. We have a name."

I thought about the boy in the bag. Kevin Cognon. A ghost in the system, a loudmouth on the screen. He was the hardware, but someone else had programmed the software.

"The trailer park," I said. "Sorrento."

Hadley looked at me, the blue light of her phone illuminating the skepticism on her face. "The mother? Hunt, she's going to be surrounded by cops within the hour. Or she's grieving. You think she's going to talk to two fugitives covered in swamp muck?"

"Mothers always know," I said. "They might deny it, they might hide it, but they know when their kids go bad. We don't need her to confess. We just need her to open the door to his bedroom."

I pressed the accelerator. The old Ford shuddered, picking up speed toward the darkness of the parish line.

"Dead men don't talk," I said. "But the people who did their laundry usually do.”


Chapter 14: Jonathan

Sorrento is a blink-and-you-miss-it scatter of gravel and corrugated steel, wedged between the interstate and the swamp. It’s the kind of place where zoning laws are suggestions and the humidity eats vinyl siding.

The trailer park was called "Paradise Acres." It was a lie, but an optimistic one.

I killed the headlights a block away. The truck rolled in on momentum, tires crunching softly on the crushed shell driveway.

"Lot 42," Hadley whispered, the blue light of her phone illuminating the hollows under her eyes. She wasn't shaking anymore. The panic from the diner had calcified into a brittle, sharp-edged focus. "Should be on the left. The one with the..."

She trailed off.

"The one with the blackout curtains," I finished.

We spotted it. It was a single-wide, older model, maybe late nineties. The aluminum skin was oxidizing into a chalky white. The yard was a tactical nightmare—cluttered with rusted engine blocks, stacks of old tires, and plastic lawn chairs that had been bleached by the sun.

“Minimal egress," I muttered.

"What?"

"The walkway," I pointed. "Narrow approach. No cover. If someone is watching from those windows, we’re on a serving platter."

"We need to talk to her, Hunt. We don't have time to flank."

I parked the truck behind a dumpster overflowing with trash bags. We got out. The air smelled of wet dog, burning trash, and the distinct, sulfurous drift from the chemical plants five miles south.

We moved up the driveway. I took the lead, keeping my silhouette broken against the junk in the yard.

The trailer was dark, but not empty. A house breathes when people are inside. You can hear the hum of the refrigerator, the creak of floorboards settling. This trailer was holding its breath.

I stepped onto the cinder block stoop. 

I reached for the screen door.

Click-clack.

The sound was unmistakable. The mechanical racking of a pump-action shotgun.

"Don't you touch that handle, cher," a voice rasped from the darkness behind the screen. “'leswise you wanna me to paint the porch with your insides."

I froze. Hands up, palms open. The universal sign of 'I am not a threat, please don't kill me.'

"Ma'am," I said. My voice was low, steady. "We're not here to hurt you."

"That's what the other ones said," the voice spat back. It was heavy, thick with the flat vowels and clipped consonants of the River Parishes. "Right before they took my grandbaby's bike. Git. Go on, now. I ain't got nothin' left worth stealin' and I got buckshot for what is."

Hadley stepped up beside me. "Mrs. Cognon, we aren't thieves," Hadley said. Her voice wasn't soft; it was clinical. "We're here about Kevin."

Silence. Heavy and thick as the humid air.

Then the screen door pushed open.

Mrs. Cognon stood in the frame. She was a small woman, whittled down by hard labor and cheap tobacco. She wore a faded floral housecoat and slippers that had seen better decades. Her hair was a grey nest, dyed a defiant shade of red at the roots.

But the Mossberg 500 12-gauge in her hands was pristine. She held it with the familiarity of a woman who slept with it.

"Kevin?" she said. She didn't sound sad. She sounded terrified. "You wit' him? You wit' the ghosts?"

"The ghosts?" I asked.

"The ones in the machine," she said, gesturing vaguely with the barrel. "The voices he talks to. The ones that got him actin' all twisted up. I told him, I said, 'Kevin, bébé, you talkin' to the Devil in that box.' But he don' listen. He never listen."

She squinted at me, then at Hadley. Her eyes were milky, rheumy, but sharp.

"You ain't the police," she decided. "Police got shiny shoes. You two look like you been wrestled by a gator and lost."

"We need to come inside, Mrs. Cognon," I said, taking a slow step forward. "We need to see his room."

"No!" She jerked the gun up. The barrel was a black eye staring at my chest. "Nobody goes in there. He said... he said he'd kill me. He said he'd cut my throat while I be sleepin' if I went in his room ‘gain. My own boy. My own flesh and blood."

Hadley moved.

She didn't step back. She stepped forward.

She looked at the woman—not at the gun, but at the bruises on the woman's forearm, barely visible in the shadow of the doorframe. Old bruises. Finger marks.

"He hurt you, didn't he?" Hadley asked quietly.

Mrs. Cognon flinched. The shotgun wavered.

"He hit you," Hadley continued, her voice devoid of judgment, stating facts like she was reading a weather report. "He controlled the house. He made you walk on eggshells. You aren't grieving him, Mrs. Cognon. You're relieved.”

I had to give Hadley credit. She was quick on the draw with her behavioral reads. And it seemed to work.

"Grieving him?" The woman’s grip tightened on the shotgun until her knuckles turned the color of old parchment. "You watch your mouth, girl. That’s my baby. You think I don't love my own blood?"

Hadley didn't flinch. She didn't even blink. She just studied the woman, tilting her head slightly like she was examining a structural crack in a dam.

"You know," Hadley said softly.

Mrs. Cognon stiffened. "Know what?"

"You've been watching the TV," Hadley said. She gestured toward the flickering blue light coming from the living room window. "You saw the levee. The bonfires. You saw the bodies in the mud."

"Everybody seen it," Mrs. Cognon snapped. "It's a tragedy. Lord have mercy on them poor souls."

"But you didn't just see a tragedy," Hadley pressed. She took a step closer, violating the tactical distance I would have kept. "You saw a timeline. You noticed Kevin wasn't here when the shooting started.”

"You talkin' foolish," Mrs. Cognon rasped. She tried to look indignant, but her eyes betrayed her. They were darting around, looking for an exit, looking for a lie that would hold weight. "Kevin don't leave the yard. He don't like crowds."

"He owns a rifle," Hadley said. "Doesn't he? Not a shotgun for the house. A rifle for the distance."

Mrs. Cognon’s mouth opened, then closed. The defiance was draining out of her, replaced by a sick, grey realization. She lowered the shotgun an inch. Then another.

"I..." she swallowed hard. "I ain't seen it in a while. He keeps it in the case."

"But you checked," I said. It wasn't a question. "Tonight. After you saw the news. You went to check the case."

She looked at me, and the misery in her face was absolute. It was the look of a woman who had been holding a door shut against a hurricane, only to feel the hinges finally snap.

"It was light," she whispered. Her voice was so thin it almost evaporated in the humidity. "The case... I picked it up. It was empty."

She slumped against the doorframe, the shotgun barrel clattering against the aluminum siding.

"I told myself he sold it," she said, pleading with the night air. "I told myself he just needed money for his... his computer parts. But then I seen the news. I seen them little kids."

She looked up at Hadley, tears finally cutting tracks through the grime on her cheeks.

"He didn't come out for supper," she choked out. "And I didn't go call him. Because I was scared. I was scared he'd be sittin' there cleanin' it. And I didn't want to know. God forgive me, I didn't want to know."

The woman’s face crumpled. The toughness drained out of her, leaving just a tired, frightened old woman.

"He changed," she whispered. "He used to be a sweet boy. Used to fish down at the Blind River. Then he got that computer. Startin' talkin' about how the world was against him. How women were against him." She looked at Hadley with a mix of pity and fear. "He hated you. Not you specifically, chère, but... all of you. Said you was the reason he was alone."

She lowered the gun. The barrel clunked against the doorframe.

She let out a breath that sounded like a sob, but her eyes were dry. "Mais, Lord have mercy. I thought he was gonna kill us both one day."

She stepped back, opening the door wide.

"Come in," she said, waving a hand that trembled slightly. "Don't mind the mess. I been... I been afraid to clean."

The trailer smelled of stale cigarette smoke, fried grease, and lemon Pledge. The living room was spotless—doilies on the tables, plastic covers on the lampshades—but there was a tension in the air, a sense of order imposed by fear.

"Where is it?" I asked.

Mrs. Cognon pointed a gnarled finger toward the back hallway.

"The end," she said. "He put a padlock on it three months ago. Heavy iron thing. Told me if I touched it, he'd know."

I walked down the narrow hall. The floorboards were soft under the linoleum.

The door at the end was white, hollow-core plywood. But the hasp screwed into the frame was heavy-duty steel, securing a Master Lock that looked brand new.

"Hadley," I said. "Light."

She shined her phone on the door.

I sniffed the air.

Under the smell of the trailer—the cigarettes and the damp—there was something else. Sharp. Acrid.

"Do you smell that?" I asked.

Hadley leaned in. "Like... burning plastic."

I stepped back and raised my boot.

"Mrs. Cognon," I called out without looking back. "Cover your ears."

I didn't wait for a reply. I drove my heel into the wood, right next to the clasp.

CRACK.

The cheap wood splintered. The screws tore out of the frame. The door swung inward, banging against the wall.

The room was black. The windows had been painted over with black spray paint. The walls were covered in soundproofing foam.

In the center of the room was a desk. On the desk sat a tower of server racks, three monitors, and a chaos of wires.

But the monitors were melted.

Smoke was still curling up from the computer tower. A small, intense incendiary device had been placed directly on top of the hard drive casing. It had burned hot and fast, turning the silicon into a slag heap of useless glass and metal.

Kevin had burned the evidence before going on his rampage.

Hadley clicked her fingers at her side in frustration as if keeping tempo with music.

Mrs. Cognon’s voice came from the doorway. She was clutching her housecoat, staring at the blackened ruin of her son's life. "He kept somethin' else. Somethin' not in the box."

I turned. "What?"

She pointed to the vent in the floor, rusted and covered in dust bunnies.

"He thought I was stupid," she rasped, a bitter smile touching her lips. "Thought I was just a dumb old coonass didn't know nothin' about his business. But I know sound carries in these tin cans. I heard him pryin' that grate up at night. Clink, clink, clink."

I dropped to my knees. I pulled the knife from my pocket and wedged it into the screw heads of the vent cover. They were loose.

I lifted the grate.

Reached into the ductwork. It was cool, metallic.

My fingers brushed against something. I frowned, and withdrew a phone from the ductwork.

Hadley snatched it. “Let me see that.” She tried swiping it open. “It’s locked,” she said.

“Can you open it?”

She nodded. "Yeah, but I need time and a laptop."

"Try April 20th," a voice rasped from the hallway.

Mrs. Cognon was leaning against the doorframe, her face a mask of weary disgust. She wasn't looking at us. She was looking at the melted ruins of the computer on the desk.

"What?" Hadley asked, looking up.

"The code," the old woman said. "Try 0-4-2-0-8-9."

"Why that number?" I asked.

Mrs. Cognon closed her eyes. "Because that’s his birthday. Not Kevin’s. The other one. The one he had a picture of tucked in his wallet."

"Hitler," Hadley whispered. "April 20, 1889."

She looked down at the phone. Her thumb hovered over the keypad. She punched in the numbers.

Zero. Four. Two. Zero. Eight. Nine.

The screen blinked. The lock icon dissolved.

The home screen opened.

"We're in," Hadley said.

But she didn't sound triumphant. She sounded sick.

I looked over her shoulder at the wallpaper image on the screen. It wasn't a flag. It wasn't a swastika.

It was a photo of the chemical plant in St. James, taken from the river, with a red target reticle superimposed over the distillation tower.

Hadley didn't freeze. She processed. Her thumb swiped up, minimizing the wallpaper. She hit the green phone icon.

"Recents," she muttered.

The screen changed. It wasn't a list of friends. It was a panic attack in digital form.

A single number, repeated over and over in red text. No name saved. Just ten digits.

Outgoing. 8:42 PM. Outgoing. 8:44 PM. Outgoing. 8:45 PM. Outgoing. 8:51 PM.

"He called it twelve times in the hour before the shooting started," Hadley said, her voice tight. 

“Think he was trying to call it off?” I said. “Scared?”

I looked at the time stamps. 

"Call it," I said.

Hadley looked at me. "If this is a handler, they'll trace it. They'll know he's compromised."

"They already wiped his hard drive, Grace. They know he's dead. They just don't know who has the phone."

She took a breath. She looked at the number one last time.

She pressed the entry.

The screen changed to CALLING...

She hit the speaker icon. The sound was deafening in the quiet, foam-padded room.

Purrrrrr.

One ring. Low. Digital.

Purrrrrr.

Mrs. Cognon stepped back, pressing a hand to her mouth.

Purrrrrr.

"Pick up," Hadley whispered.

The line clicked. The ringing stopped.

The background hiss of an open channel filled the room. It was silent, but it wasn't empty. Someone was there. Breathing. Listening.


Chapter 15: Jonathan

I held the phone. I didn't breathe.

The silence on the line wasn't empty. Someone was there, waiting for a passphrase, or a signal, or the sound of a dead man's voice.

I let the seconds stretch. Patience is a weapon. In a standoff, the first person to speak usually loses.

Then, a whisper. Low. Guttural.

"Hadley?"

The name hung in the damp air of the trailer bedroom, sharp as a razor wire.

"Hadley, is that you?" the voice rasped. It was thick, wrapped in a heavy Russian accent that sounded like gravel grinding in a cement mixer. "It is done... we took care of the shooter. The cleanup is complete. Hadley?"

The line went dead.

I stared at the black screen. The words replayed in my head, slotting into the puzzle like the final, damning piece of a jigsaw.

Hadley.

He knew her name. 

I looked up.

Hadley was standing by the melted server rack. Her face was pale, bathed in the blue light of the phone screen. Her mouth was open slightly, eyes wide. Stunned.

"He knows your name," I murmured. The calm in my voice terrified me. It was the calm of the target acquisition phase. The safety in my brain had just clicked off.

She shook her head, slowly at first, then faster. A jerky, mechanical motion. "No. No, that's not... I don't know who that was. Hunt, I swear—“

Mrs. Cognan watched us from the doorway, confused.

I saw the map of the last forty-eight hours clearly now. She hadn't broken me out to stop the cell; she’d broken me out to frame me for it. Rosa. The shooting. The convenient trail of breadcrumbs. It was all her. She wasn't an analyst. She was the architect.

“Hang on! Hunt—calm down. There’s… there’s an explanation for this.” She was panicking. I could see her spiraling. She was also good at reading people.

She could read me in that moment.

She knew what I was about to do.

So she moved first. She reached for her gun.

I didn't hesitate. I swept her arm aside with my left forearm, stepping into her personal space. I drove a short, sharp right cross into her face.

It wasn't a haymaker. It was a piston. Controlled kinetic energy.

Snap.

Her head whipped back. Blood—bright and arterial—exploded from her nose.

She hit the floor hard, sliding against the soundproofing foam.

I felt a surge of grim satisfaction. It was ugly, but it felt honest. After the lectures on my psychology, after the condescension about my "mommy issues," bleeding her felt like balancing the books.

"Stay down," I growled.

Mrs. Cognon screamed.

The old woman was in the doorway, hands pressed to her mouth, eyes bulging. She looked from Hadley’s bloodied face to me, then turned and ran.

"Police!" she shrieked, her voice echoing down the thin hallway. "Help! Murder! They're in here!"

"Shut up!" I hissed, but she was already gone, clattering out the front door.

I grabbed Hadley by the hair. It was a handful of sweat and grime. I hauled her up. She was groggy, her eyes swimming, blood streaming over her lips and chin.

"You did this," I said, my face inches from hers. "You killed those kids. You set this up."

"I didn't..." she gasped, choking on blood. "I don't know... it's a lie... the voice... it's a lie..."

I dragged her toward the hallway. We needed to move. If she was the handler, I needed to interrogate her. If she was a mole, she was the only lead I had.

A pause.

What if it was a set-up? No time to figure out now, I decided.

I reached the living room and froze.

Through the front window, past the sheer curtains, I saw them.

Cruisers. No sirens. No lights. Just the silent, rolling approach of three Sheriff’s Department SUVs cutting through the trailer park fog.

They knew. Someone had spotted the truck. Or maybe the "Russian" on the phone had placed an anonymous phone call. Another point in favor of the ‘set-up’ theory.

The news was blasting our face on every TV screen in America.

"Shit," I whispered.

I checked the back window. Two deputies were moving through the yard, tactical lights sweeping the rusted engine blocks. They were flanking.

We were boxed in.

"Let me go," Hadley moaned, trying to pry my fingers from her hair.

"Shut up."

I dragged her back into the bedroom. I jammed the phone into my pocket. I checked the perimeter. Front door covered. Back window covered.

I looked down.

Trailers aren't houses. They're boxes sitting on steel rails. The floors are particle board and cheap carpet, usually rot-compromised in this humidity.

I shoved Hadley against the wall.

"Don't move."

I holstered the Sig and looked at the floor vent where we’d found the phone. The wood around it was discolored, dark with water damage from the AC unit.

I stomped.

I put two hundred and fifty pounds of force into my heel.

CRUNCH.

The subfloor gave way. It was like punching through wet cardboard. The carpet tore, and a hole the size of a manhole cover opened up, revealing the dark, spider-webbed crawlspace and the dirt below.

"Police! Come out with your hands up!" The bullhorn blared from the front yard. "We have the perimeter secured!"

The front door banged open. Boots thundered in the hallway.

I grabbed Hadley by the collar of her oversized sweatshirt.

"We're leaving," I said.

I shoved her into the hole. She tumbled down, hitting the dirt with a muffled thud.

I dropped in after her.

The smell hit me—mold, fiberglass insulation, and damp earth. The space was tight, maybe two feet of clearance between the steel chassis and the mud. I landed in a crouch, debris raining down on my head.

Above us, the deputies kicked open the bedroom door.

"Clear left! Clear right!"

"Where are they?"

I clamped a hand over Hadley's mouth. She was trembling violently, her blood dripping onto my wrist. I dragged her toward the skirt of the trailer.

We crawled. The mud soaked through my jeans. Insulation hung down like pink cotton candy, snagging on our clothes.

We reached the edge. The skirting was vinyl, brittle with age. I found a seam and peeled it back an inch.

Boots. Two pairs. Standing ten feet away, watching the back window.

They were looking up. Nobody looks down.

I waited for the shout from inside—"They're not here! Check the back!"

The deputies turned toward the window, distracted by the noise of their partners tossing the room.

“Here! They went through the floor!” Someone shouted.

"Move," I whispered.

I shoved Hadley out from under the skirting, rolling into the shadow of a stack of old tires. I followed, keeping low.

We were in the neighbor’s yard now. A dog started barking—a chain-link fence away.

"Go," I whispered, pushing her forward.

We moved through the maze of junk. The shouting behind us intensified. They were confused. Confusion buys time, but time is expensive.

We hit the back fence. Six feet of chain link, topped with nothing but rust. Beyond it lay the tree line and the swamp.

"I can't," Hadley wheezed, wiping blood from her nose. "I can't climb.”

I looked down the fence line. Trailer parks are porous. There’s always a shortcut. A gap where the kids sneak out to smoke, or where the scrappers drag prizes through.

Fifty yards down. The fabric of the fence had been cut and rolled back.

"There."

I grabbed her arm and ran. We hit the gap just as a spotlight swept the yard we’d just left.

I shoved her through. The metal snagged her sweatshirt, ripping it, but she stumbled into the tall grass on the other side.

I slid through after her, the metal scraping my back.

We were in the trees. The ground was soft, sucking at our boots. The air was thick with mosquitoes.

I didn't stop until we were a hundred yards deep in the cypress, the lights of the trailer park flickering like distant fireflies through the Spanish moss.

I spun Hadley around and slammed her against the trunk of a water oak.

I pressed the barrel of the gun under her chin.

"Don't scream," I said. "If you scream, I leave you here for the gators. Or I finish what I started in that room."

She looked at me. Her eyes were wide, white rims around grey irises, terrified. The blood had dried on her chin, caking as she trembled.

She nodded. She believed me.

Good. Because I wasn't lying.

I holstered the gun but kept a grip on her arm that cut off circulation.

"Where are you taking me?" she whispered, her voice thick.

"We're going to have a chat," I muttered, looking for high ground.

"Are you..." She swallowed, wincing. "Are you going to torture me?"

I looked down at her. At the blood on her face. At the fear that looked so genuine it almost made me doubt. Almost.

"That depends," I said, pushing her forward into the dark. "On what you tell me."


Chapter 16: Jonathan

We moved until the mud turned to black water and the ground simply gave up.

We hit the pipeline cut—a fifty-yard-wide scar through the cypress forest where a thirty-inch steel artery pumped crude oil from the Gulf to the Baton Rouge refinery.

Massive concrete pylons rose out of the swamp like tombstones, holding the pipe ten feet above the waterline.

"Up," I said.

I grabbed Hadley by the back of her ruined sweatshirt and hauled her onto the concrete footer of the nearest pylon. It was a ten-by-ten island of dry, rough cement surrounded by the primordial soup.

She collapsed, gasping for air. Her face was a mask of dried blood and fresh mud. She curled into a ball, knees to chest, protecting her core.

I didn't offer comfort. I stepped onto the concrete and pulled the zip ties from her back pocket, where she’d stashed them after ditching her car. I wondered if she’d intended to use them on me. Was that the plan? To get me involved, then frame me for the attacks?

I’d find out soon enough.

"Hands," I said.

"Hunt, please..."

"Hands."

She held them out. Her wrists were thin, trembling. I cinched the plastic tight. Very tight. She grimaced.

I checked the perimeter. The swamp was loud—frogs, insects, the distant splash of a gator sliding off a log. But under the noise, there was silence. No dogs. No engines. We had outrun the perimeter.

Now we were alone.

I turned to her. I clicked the safety off her Sig Sauer. The sound was small, mechanical, and absolute.

Hadley flinched. She looked up at me, her eyes adjusting to the gloom. She saw the thing the CIA had spent millions of dollars creating.

"You're going to kill me," she whispered. It wasn't a question.

"That depends," I said. I sat on a rusted bolt protruding from the concrete, resting my forearms on my knees. The gun dangled loosely between my legs, pointed at the ground, but ready. "I'm not a murderer, Grace. I'm a sanitation worker. I clean up messes."

"I'm not a mess," she said, her voice shaking. "I'm an intelligence officer."

"You're a handler," I corrected. "And your asset just called you."

"That wasn't..." She took a ragged breath, fighting the sob that was trying to climb out of her throat. "That wasn't real."

"He knew your name."

"Of course he knew my name!" Her voice rose, shrill and desperate. "I'm the lead analyst on the desk. My name is on every report. My signature is on every briefing. If they hacked the Agency servers—which they obviously did—they know who I am."

"He spoke to you like a friend."

"He spoke to me like a mark," she spat.

I watched her. I watched her micro-expressions. The way her pupils dilated. The way her pulse was hammering in the carotid artery of her neck. Fear? Yes. But guilt? Guilt usually looks away. She was looking right at me.

"The Russian accent," I said. "Explain it."

"It was heavy," she said. "Too heavy. Like a bad movie villain."

"So?"

"So, real Russians don't sound like that," she said. The analyst was waking up. The fear was receding, replaced by the cold, hard drive of her intellect. She sat up straighter, wiping her nose on her shoulder. "A deep-cover handler wouldn't use a heavy accent on an open line. He'd speak English. Or he'd use code. He wouldn't say, 'It is done, Hadley.' That’s theatrical. That’s a performance."

"Performance for who?"

"For you," she said.

I stared at her. The swamp water lapped against the concrete.

"Think about it, Hunt," she said, her voice gaining strength. "You're the weapon. You're the kinetic asset. If I wanted to frame you, why would I break you out? Why would I risk federal prison to pull you out of a black site? If I was a mole, I would have left you in that cell to rot. You were neutralized. You were off the board."

"Maybe you needed a patsy for the shooting."

"I have plenty of patsies!" she yelled. "I could have framed a drifter. I could have framed a militia nut. Why would I frame the one man in the Western Hemisphere who is trained to kill people like me?"

It was a somewhat logical point.

But I've seen logic manipulated before.

"Why?" I pressed, leaning in. The barrel of the Sig didn't waver. "Why throw your career away? Why torch your pension and your clearance for a man you don't know and a town you've never visited? Unless you're involved. Unless you're cleaning up loose ends."

She stared at me. Then, she let out a long, shuddering sigh. Her shoulders slumped. The fight went out of her, replaced by a deep, hollow exhaustion.

"You think I'm doing this for them?" she whispered. "I'm doing it so I can sleep, Hunt."

She looked down at her zip-tied hands. She was a woman who lived in ciphers and firewalls; vulnerability was a foreign language. She liked picking others apart, but it took a gun to her head to show any of her own cards.

She looked up. "I was in the BAU before the Agency. Victimology. Do you know what that does to you? You don't just count the bodies. You reconstruct the lives. I know what the victims in St. James had for breakfast. I know that the little girl, Maya, was afraid of the dark. I know your friend, Rosa, was saving for a house."

She shivered, drawing her knees tighter.

"I sit in a basement in Langley and I watch numbers turn into corpses," she said. "I warn my bosses. I tell them, 'The math says people are going to die on Tuesday.' And they ignore me. They worry about budgets. They worry about optics. And then Tuesday comes, and the people die."

She looked at me, pleading now.

"I didn't break you out because I'm a traitor, Hunt. I broke you out because I was tired of being right and watching people die anyway. I threw my career away because if I had to type up one more 'Post-Incident Analysis' on a dead kid I could have saved, I was going to put a bullet in my own mouth."

I stared at her.

It wasn't the confession of a conspirator. It was the confession of a casualty.

I didn't lower the gun immediately.

Training is a difficult thing to unlearn. It digs trenches in your brain, deep grooves where the thoughts run like water. My training said she was a threat. My training said that empathy is a vector for infection, that a sob story is just a tactical deployment of emotion.

I warn my bosses... and they ignore me.

It was a good line. It was perfect. It hit every frequency required to resonate with a disaffected operator who hated the empty suits.

That’s what scared me. It was too perfect.

I watched her eyes. I wasn't looking for sadness; I was looking for the lag. The split-second delay between the brain constructing a lie and the face displaying the appropriate mask. The "actor's pause."

I didn't see it.

I saw a pulse hammering in her carotid at 140 beats per minute. I saw the involuntary twitch of her adrenaline-spiked muscles. I saw the messy, ugly, unpolished vibration of genuine rage.

Lies are usually structured. They have a beginning, a middle, and an end. Her confession was a debris field.

I’m doing it so I can sleep.

I looked at the Sig in my hand. Four pounds of trigger pull. The difference between a live asset and a dead body was a quarter-inch of movement.

If I killed her, I was safe. I was a ghost again. I could disappear into the bayou, drift west, and vanish into Mexico.

But if I killed her, and she was telling the truth... then I was just another piece of the machinery. I was just another blind instrument used to bury the people who actually gave a damn.

I hated the doubt. Doubt gets you killed. But certainty gets other people killed.

I made a calculation. It wasn't based on trust. I don't trust anyone I haven't bled with, and even then, I check their magazines. It was based on utility. If she was a mole, she was more valuable alive as leverage. If she wasn't a mole, she was the only person who could navigate the digital minefield ahead.

I wasn't betting my life on her innocence. I was betting it on her utility.

I exhaled. The breath hissed out of me, carrying some of the lethal tension with it.

I engaged the safety. Click.

"Get up," I said.

My voice was rough, scraping against the silence of the swamp.

Hadley blinked. She looked at the gun, then at my face, as if trying to decipher a code.

"You believe me?" she whispered.

"I believe you're useful," I said. "And I believe that if you were a deep-cover sleeper agent, you wouldn't have let me break your nose so easily."

I reached into my pocket, pulled out the knife, and grabbed her wrists. She flinched, but she didn't pull away. I slid the blade between the plastic and her skin.

Zip.

The ties fell away.

“So…” she rubbed her wrists. “What does this mean?”

I stared at her, tense. “It means either you’re an excellent liar… or someone is doing their damndest to frame you. This helps.”

“How does it help?”

“Narrows down the field.”

She stared at me, wiping tears from her eyes and then glaring at me for having caused those tears.

“Can I have my gun back?”

I snorted.

She crossed her arms as if against a chill in the humid swamp. Finally, she said, “They knew my name. Which means they know CIA.”

“Who has it out for you?” I asked quietly. “Who might want to frame you for something like this?”

“But… Russians,” she said.

“Can be faked. Can be hired. Don’t look at the veneer. You’re saying this is a conspiracy. Thought out. Careful, planned.”

“An attack is coming in the next two weeks. Another one. As bad as the first. Worse, probably.”

"Focus, Grace," I said. "If the attack is coming, they need you out of the way. Why? Because you're the only one who predicted it. If you're dead or in federal custody, nobody is looking at the pattern. They're looking at the 'rogue analyst' who snapped."

I stepped closer. The smell of the swamp was heavy, but the smell of betrayal was stronger.

"Who benefits?" I asked. "Who hates you enough to burn you? And who has the clearance to access the personnel files to set this up?"

She looked at the muddy water swirling around her boots. She was running the roster in her head. I could see the mental files opening and closing.

"Doyle," she whispered. "Harrison Doyle. My branch chief. He hates me. He calls me a 'liability with tenure.' I embarrassed him in front of the Deputy Director. I proved his threat assessment was wrong."

"Is he capable?"

"He's a suit," she said, shaking her head. "He’s a political animal. He wouldn't know how to hire a hit squad or fake a deep-cover Russian handler. He barely knows how to use his own email."

"Who does his thinking for him?"

She hesitated. The rhythm of her breathing hitched. A small, involuntary flinch.

"There's a senior analyst," she said. "Bobby Vane. The 'Golden Boy.' He runs the SIGINT desk."

"Signals Intelligence," I noted. "Digital. Technical."

"He's the anti-me," she said, bitterness creeping into her voice. "I work on gut and psychology. He works on algorithms. He thinks if it isn't on a satellite feed, it doesn't exist. He's been trying to get my department defunded for two years. He wants to replace human intel with AI models."

I watched her face. There was something else. A tightness around the eyes.

"Vane has the technical skill to fake the call?" I asked.

"Yes. He's MIT. Former NSA. He writes code in his sleep."

"And he has the access?"

"He has admin privileges on the entire network."

"And the motive?"

She looked away. She picked at a piece of dried mud on her sleeve.

"He hates me," she muttered.

"Professional jealousy isn't enough for a frame job this complex," I said. "This is personal. It's intimate."

I waited. 

"Do you know where they live?" I asked.

"Doyle lives in a gated community in Metairie," she said. "But Vane... Vane has a place in the city. A converted warehouse in the Warehouse District. High security. Smart home."

"You know where he lives," I stated.

She winced. She looked like she wanted to be back under the trailer in the mud. Anywhere but under my gaze.

"Not... not Doyle, not location specific,” she stammered. "But Vane? I know the address."

"How?"

"We used to..." She trailed off, making a vague, disgusted gesture with her hand. "We used to date. Briefly. Before he got promoted and turned into a monster."

I processed that. It added a variable I didn't like. Emotion. Volatility. The "Golden Boy" and the "Goth" analyst. A bad match. A messy breakup. Messy enough to frame an ex-girlfriend for treason? In the dark world of intelligence, people have killed for all sorts of reasons.

"He knows your patterns," I said. "He knows your voice. He knows exactly how to hurt you."

"He calls me Cassandra,” she whispered, looking down. “Like that prophetess no one ever listened to. He thought it was funny.”

"I don't think he's laughing now," I said.

I checked the magazine on the Sig. Twelve rounds. Plus one in the chamber.

"Okay," I said, sliding the gun back into my waistband. "Take me to him."

"You want to go to Vane's apartment? Now? Hunt, he'll have alarms. He'll have cameras. He’s in Virginia.”

“Seventeen hour drive,” I replied. “We’d better get going.”

"We're going to break into the home of a senior CIA officer?”

"No," I said, starting to walk. "We're going to have a chat with your enemy. We're going to see if the algorithm can predict a punch in the mouth.”

“Well… I… I may know someone who will help us.”

I glanced at her. “We can’t trust your old allies,” I said. “You’re wanted. Just like me.”

“He’s not a fed. Not CIA connected. Was… from before.” She swallowed. She looked troubled as she spoke.

“Help us how?”

“He can fly us. Won’t take two days round trip that way.”

I shrugged. “Can we trust him?”

For the first time since I met her, Hadley Grace spoke as if she actually cared about another human. “He’s the most trustworthy person I know. He’ll help us. I promise.”


Chapter 17 Jonathan: 


The cabin of the Gulfstream smelled like old money—cedar, conditioned leather. It was a hermetically sealed bubble of wealth cutting through the humid Louisiana night at forty-five thousand feet.

I shifted in the wide leather seat, unable to get comfortable. The plush upholstery felt wrong against my back, too soft, too forgiving. I was used to hard plastic chairs in interrogation rooms or the worn bench seats of government-issue sedans. This luxury felt like a narcotic, trying to dull an edge I needed to keep sharp.

My stomach was twisted into a tight, cold knot that had nothing to do with the turbulence. Every mile we put between us and the ground was a mile farther from Baton Rouge General.

I closed my eyes, but the image was burned into the back of my eyelids: Rosa, pale and broken, a tube snaked down her throat, machines breathing for her. I was flying east, wrapped in a cashmere blanket of safety, while she was fighting for every heartbeat.

It felt like desertion. It felt like running.

If you stay, you kill her, I reminded myself, the thought a rhythmic chant in my head. You are the lightning rod. If you stand next to her, the strike will hit her too.

But poor logic is a poor bandage for guilt. If Bobby Vane—or whoever was pulling strings—was the reason she was in that bed, I wasn't just going to find him. I was going to unmake him. I was going to take him apart piece by piece until I found the part that made him think he could touch her.

Across the aisle, Hadley unbuckled her belt again.

She couldn't sit still. For the fourth time since wheels up, she walked to the front of the plane. The cockpit door was open.

The pilot was a man named Jacob. I didn't know his last name, and the way he carried himself suggested he didn't need one. He was in his late sixties, silver-haired, wearing a navy Ralph Lauren polo that fit too well to be off the rack. He didn't look like a hired hand. He looked like the guy who owned the airline.

Private plane. Private airfield. I hadn’t thought Hadley came from money, and the old man didn’t look related to her. But the two of them were close. I could tell that much.

Hadley leaned against the bulkhead, murmuring something to him. Jacob laughed—a warm sound—and pointed at something on the instrument panel. He looked at her with a familiarity that didn't fit the "fugitive and pilot" dynamic. It was paternal, almost.

She came back a moment later, dropping into her seat. She picked at a loose thread on her jeans, her energy vibrating in the quiet cabin.

“You sure we can trust this guy?”

“I already told you,” she replied, exasperated.

"He's not a taxi service," I said, watching her. "And he's not a charter pilot. Guys who wear Patek Philippes don't fly red-eyes for strangers without a flight plan."

Hadley looked up, her face shadowed in the dim cabin light. The swelling on her nose was fading into a grim mosaic of green and yellow.

"So who is he?" I asked. "You come from family money, Grace?"

She stared at the dark window, watching the strobe light on the wingtip flash against the clouds. She shook her head.

"No. Not family."

"He didn't ask for ID," I pressed. "He didn't ask why we were covered in mud or why we needed to disappear. He just opened the door. That's a hell of a friend."

She was quiet for a long time. I let the silence stretch. I watched the muscle in her jaw jump.

“A few years ago," she finally said, her voice barely louder than the hum of the engines. "His daughter went missing. Julie. She was nineteen. Sophomore at UVA."

I shifted in my seat, the interrogation instincts kicking in. "Kidnapping?"

"Police said runaway," she said. "Rich girl, history of partying. They said she’d burn through her credit cards and come home when she got hungry. But Jacob... he knew. He told them she wouldn't do that. They didn't listen."

She looked toward the cockpit, where the soft glow of the instruments illuminated Jacob’s silver hair.

"I was at the Bureau then. It wasn't my case. It wasn't even my division. But I saw the file sitting on a senior agent's desk. There was a discrepancy in the cell tower pings that everyone else wrote off as noise. I didn't think it was noise. I thought it was a breadcrumb."

She paused, swallowing hard.

"I spent six months on it. My supervisor told me to drop it. He said I was wasting resources on a cold case that wasn't mine. He threatened to suspend me."

"But you didn't stop," I said.

"No," she whispered. "I couldn't. I mapped the route. I found the specific cabin where he took her."

She turned to look at me then, her eyes hard and glass-bright.

"We were too late for Julie. But we weren't too late for the guy who took her."

The silence returned, heavier this time.

"Jacob has... resources," she said, gesturing vaguely at the lush interior. "After the trial, he reached out. He said I was the only one who listened. The only one who didn't give up on his little girl. We bonded. It’s weird, I know. But he treats me like... like he owes me a life."

"He doesn't owe you a flight," I said softly. 

"Maybe," she said, turning back to the window. "When I called him tonight, told him I needed to get to Langley fast and quiet... he didn't ask why. He just asked which runway."

I looked at her, re-evaluating the woman sitting across from me.

I had pegged her as a typical analyst—book-smart, arrogant, hiding behind screens. I was wrong. You don't burn your career for a stranger's daughter unless you have a furnace inside you. You don't defy the FBI for six months unless the truth is the only oxygen you can breathe.

She was relentless. Stubborn to her core. The kind of person who would grind her own bones to dust if it meant solving the puzzle.

"He knows I don't stop," she murmured, almost to herself. "He knows I don't come back empty-handed."

I looked past her, out the porthole window. The black expanse of the Atchafalaya Basin was rolling by below us, a vast, impenetrable darkness swallowing the world.

"Good," I said, thinking of the men who had hurt Rosa. "Because where we're going, we're going to need that."

Hadley didn't answer. She just watched the dark earth speed by, her face set in stone.

“Tell me what I need to know about this jerk. Bobby?”

She shifted uncomfortably. “He’s more of a… see for yourself type of guy.”


Chapter 18: Jonathan

The Warehouse District was a grid of red brick and wrought iron that had been gentrified into submission. It smelled of expensive coffee and river silt.

Bobby Vane’s building was a converted cotton mill that now housed people who used words like "synergy" and "disruptor" without irony. 

We stood in the alley by the service entrance. Hadley was shivering in her ruined sweatshirt, her face a swollen map of purple and dried red. She looked like a battered stray cat that had dragged itself out of a gutter.

Our stolen chariot sat two alleys over, dark and hidden.

"It's a biometric keypad," she whispered, pointing at the sleek black panel by the steel door. "Retinal scan or RFID encrypted fob. It logs every entry to a cloud server. If we touch it, Vane gets a notification on his watch."

I looked at the door. It was heavy steel, set in a reinforced frame. Impressive.

Then I looked at the magnetic sensors at the top of the frame. They were standard commercial grade.

"Smart homes," I muttered.

"What?"

"They're just dumb locks connected to the internet."

I didn't touch the keypad. Instead, I scanned the asphalt near the dumpster. A crushed energy drink can lay in the gutter, flattened by a delivery truck.

Perfect.

I picked it up, shaking off the grit. I pulled the knife I’d taken from the Chevy’s glovebox and sliced a long, curved strip from the aluminum body. I scraped the jagged edges against the brick wall to dull them, fashioning a crude, flexible shim in under ten seconds.

I knelt by the door.

"The problem with these retrofits," I said, sliding the shim between the door and the frame, "is that the strike plate has to be filed down to fit the old masonry. If the installer was lazy—and they always are—there’s a gap."

I felt the latch bolt. I applied pressure. I pulled the handle just enough to relieve the tension.

Multi-thousand dollar security systems mean nothing on ten buck hinges.

Click.

The door swung open. No alarm. No notification. 

Hadley stared at me. "You just... shimmied a ten-thousand-dollar lock."

"Mechanics beat electronics," I said, holding the door. "Every time."

We took the freight elevator. 

"Penthouse," Hadley said. "Of course. He needs the height for his ego."

She was vibrating with a mix of adrenaline and pure, distilled hatred. It wasn't just fear anymore. It was personal. She wiped her bleeding nose on her sleeve, smearing the crimson.

"He's going to be insufferable," she warned me. "He's going to quote probability statistics while you're choking him."

"I'll choke him quickly," I promised.

The elevator dinged. The doors slid open directly into the apartment.

It was a vast, open space with polished concrete floors and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the bridge. It looked less like a home and more like a showroom for insecure masculinity. There was a chrome telescope, a liquor cabinet stocked with bottles that had never been opened, and a massive abstract painting that looked like a tax audit.

And in the center of the room, Bobby Vane was fighting a war.

He was wearing a haptic vest and a VR headset, flailing his arms at invisible enemies. He was shouting.

"Flank left! Noob! Get rekt!"

He was wearing silk pajama bottoms and a t-shirt that said CODE IS LAW.

I stepped out of the elevator. Hadley followed.

"Bobby," she said. Her voice was raspy, broken.

He didn't hear her. He spun around, crouching, firing an imaginary rifle.

"Boom! Headshot!" he screamed at the empty air.

I walked up behind him. 

I reached out and ripped the headset off his face.

Bobby Vane yelped, spinning. He blinked, his eyes adjusting from the virtual battlefield to the reality of a giant, bearded man standing in his living room.

Then he saw Hadley.

His mouth dropped open.

"Cassandra?" he gasped. “Gawd. You look... horrible."

"Hello, Bobby," she said. She stepped forward, her combat boots leaving muddy prints on his pristine floor. "We need to talk."

"Talk?" He scrambled back, tripping over his own coffee table. He struggled to his feet, putting a leather armchair between us. "You broke into my house! You're wanted for murder! I saw the alert!"

He tapped his wrist frantically. His Apple Watch lit up.

"Siri, call 911!"

I picked up a heavy glass sculpture from the side table—something that looked like a twisted knot—and tossed it onto the couch next to him. It landed with a heavy thud.

"Cancel call," I said. "Or the next one hits you."

Bobby froze. He looked at the sculpture, then at me.

"Siri," he whispered. "Cancel."

He looked at Hadley. His fear was quickly being replaced by his natural state: condescension.

"You've finally snapped," he said, shaking his head. "I told Doyle. I ran the regression analysis on your mental state six months ago. The slope was negative. You're unstable, Hadley. And now you've dragged a... a Sasquatch into my loft."

"Shut up, Bobby," she snapped. "Who is the Russian?"

"What?"

"The handler," she said. "The one who called the shooter. The one who knew my name.”

“What—what are you even talking about?”

"Are you involved?" Hadley asked, her voice tight.

Bobby blinked, looking from the shattered VR headset on the floor to the blood on Hadley’s face. He let out a sharp, incredulous laugh.

"Involved? Involved in what? The breakdown of your sanity? No, I take zero credit for that. That was a pre-existing condition."

"The shootings, Bobby," she snapped. "The terror cell."

"I’m the Deputy Chief of SIGINT," he sneered, smoothing his silk pajama bottoms. "I don't do 'terror cells.' I do high-level encryption and threat mitigation. I don't get my hands dirty with... whatever this is."

He gestured vaguely at us, as if we were a stain on his carpet.

"Besides," he added, a cruel smirk touching his lips. "Doyle put out a 'Shoot on Sight' order for you an hour ago. Sent it to every field office. You're not an analyst anymore, Cassandra. You're a target. I should be applauded just for letting you bleed on my floor."

"Don't call me that," she hissed.

"Why? It fits. Always prophesying doom and gloom. How’s that working out for you? Still having the nightmares? Still waking up screaming about things you can't control?"

"At least I wake up with dignity intact," she fired back. "How about you, Bobby? You still buying validation? Still bringing home girls who are way out of your league just so you can bore them with lectures about quantum computing until they pass out?"

Bobby’s face flushed a deep, ugly red.

"I don't have to buy anything! I’m at the top of my field! I have equity! I’m friends with the previous director of the damn CIA! The one you got fired, Jonathan. We’re good friends. We had drinks last week… I know six congressmen—a pool party on Wednesday. Poker on Saturday. I know the president of the largest micro-financing institute in the world!”

"You have a hollow life and a fragile ego," she cut in. "I broke up with you because you check your stock portfolio after sex. You’re pathetic."

"And you’re a frigid, paranoid—"

Snap.

I clicked my fingers. The sound was like a pistol shot in the large room.

They both froze, looking at me. I was tired of the bickering. The air in the room was thick with the petty, jagged energy of a bad breakup, and we didn't have time for it.

I held out my hand.

"Your phone," I said.

Bobby blinked. "Excuse me?"

"Your phone. Empty your pockets."

"I will do no such thing. That device contains classified—"

I took a step forward. I didn't raise a fist. I just let my shadow fall over him.

Bobby squeaked. It was a small, undignified sound. He fumbled in his pocket and slapped his smartphone into my palm.

"Let me in," I said.

"No. That’s biometric data."

I looked at the glass sculpture on the couch. Then I looked at his fingers.

"Face ID," I said. "Or broken fingers. Your choice."

"Fine!"

He leaned in, glaring, and the lock icon snapped open.

I scrolled through the call logs. I was looking for the ten-digit number from Kevin Cognan’s burner. The "Russian" line.

Nothing. Just calls to "Doyle," "Mom," and a dozen contacts listed only by first names.

I pulled the burner phone from my own pocket—the one we’d taken from the trailer.

"What are you doing?" Bobby asked, his voice trembling as he watched me juggle the two devices.

I dialed the "Russian" number on the burner. I hit send.

I held up a hand for silence.

Purrrrrr.

The ringing tone filled the room from the speakerphone.

I watched Bobby’s phone in my other hand. It was dark. Silent.

I listened to the apartment. No faint buzzing from a desk drawer. No vibration on a nightstand.

Click.

The line opened.

"Hadley?"

The voice was back. The heavy, gravelly Russian accent.

Bobby’s eyes went wide. He stared at the burner phone in my hand like it was a snake.

"Who is this?" I growled into the receiver.

Click. The line went dead.

I looked at Bobby. He wasn't acting. He was genuinely confused, and now, he was scared.

"I don't know what this is about," he snapped, his bravado returning as the immediate threat receded. "But if you think I’m making prank calls, you’re insane."

"Someone knows who I am," Hadley said. She was pacing now, her boots squeaking on the polished concrete. "They know my name. They know my number. They want me in trouble, Bobby. Someone is playing a long game."

"You're paranoid," Bobby scoffed.

"Am I? They chose me to frame. Why? Because I wrote the report predicting the attack. Someone saw that report, realized I was a threat to their operation, and decided to take me off the board. That requires access."

She spun on him.

"Who saw the file, Bobby?"

"What file?"

"The St. James threat assessment! The one I sent up the chain last month!"

Bobby snorted. "Nobody saw it. I flagged it as 'Low Probability' and archived it. Only Doyle and I had eyes on it."

“Doyle's not fit to turn traitor," Hadley said. "He doesn't have the imagination."

"And me?" Bobby laughed, a sharp, incredulous sound. "Psh. Please. I have my whole career ahead of me. I’m on the shortlist for the Director’s chair in five years. Why would I burn that down to help some... some swamp terrorist?"

"So you told someone," she snapped.

"I didn't!"

"You talk, Bobby! You always talk! You think you're the smartest man in the room, so you treat classified intel like party trivia!"

"I do not! I am a vault! I don't compromise trade secrets!"

I ignored them. I was scrolling deeper into Bobby’s phone. Not the recent calls. The history.

I found a number.

It wasn't the Russian. But it was a number that appeared with obsessive regularity.

"Who is this?" I asked.

Bobby stopped arguing. He looked at the screen.

"Who is what?"

"This number," I said, turning the screen to face him. "You've called it eighteen times in the last six months. Outgoing only. No return calls. No contact name. Who the hell is this?”


Chapter 19: Jonathan

“Who’s number is this?” I demanded, angling Bobby’s phone towards him.

Bobby looked at the number. He hesitated. A flicker of something crossed his face—not guilt, exactly. Shame?

"That’s... that’s personal," he muttered.

"Is it your handler?" I asked.

"No!"

"Then who is it? A drug dealer? A bookie?"

"It’s a voicemail box!" Bobby shouted, flustered. "Okay? It’s... it’s a therapy line. An AI therapist. I talk to it when I’m stressed. Are you happy now?"

Hadley stared at him. "You pay to talk to a robot?"

"It listens better than you did!" Bobby yelled.

"Check the data usage," Hadley told me. "If it's an audio line, the packets will be small."

I checked. She was right. Minimal data. Just voice.

"He's telling the truth," I said, lowering the phone. "He's not the handler."

"Thank you," Bobby huffed, straightening his shirt. "Now, can you please leave before a tactical team rappels through my window?"

"Not yet," Hadley said. Her eyes were locked on the server rack in the corner. "You said you didn't tell anyone. You said you're a vault."

She walked toward the humming blue lights.

"But vaults have keys, Bobby. And sometimes, you leave them in the door."

Bobby blinked. He laughed. A short, nervous bark.

His eyes darted to the server rack humming in the corner of the room—a tower of blue lights and cooling fans. He was no longer making eye contact.

Hadley pounced on it like a piranha at a speck of blood.

I watched, impressed.

I leaned back against the expensive leather of the sofa, letting the silence stretch. I’d spent the last forty-eight hours wondering if Hadley was a liability, but watching her dismantle Bobby Vane, I realized she was something far more dangerous: she was accurate. She wasn't guessing about his character flaws; she was reading them like a schematic.

She knew the load-bearing walls of his ego, and she knew exactly where to place the charges. In my world, you assess a threat by their capacity for violence; in hers, you assessed them by their capacity for error. If Hadley Grace—the woman who predicted a massacre based on metadata—believed that Bobby’s mouth was a security breach, then the probability wasn't a coin toss. It was a certainty. I crossed my arms, content to be the looming physical threat in the periphery, and let her work the scalpel.

He was going to break; it was just a matter of what broke him first—his fear of me, or his desperate need to prove her wrong.

“You told someone,” she said.

“I did not!”

“You’re lying. You always turn red when you lie.”

Bobby swallowed. He looked at Hadley, then away. A flush crept up his neck. Her words were as effective as any right hook I’d ever thrown.

"I didn't give anyone access," he muttered. "I'm the Deputy Chief of SIGINT. My security hygiene is impeccable."

"Who was she?" Hadley asked.

Her voice was quiet, deadly. She knew him. She knew his weaknesses.

"There was no 'she'!" Bobby protested, his voice cracking. "I haven't dated in months! I've been working!"

"Don't lie to me, Vane," she hissed. "You're a narcissist with an insecurity complex. You crave validation. And you're sloppy when you're flattered."

She stepped closer, the smell of swamp mud and blood wafting off her.

"Was she blonde?" Hadley asked, stepping into his personal space. "You always had a type. Leggy. Vapid. Someone who would nod while you explained the Fermi paradox but wouldn't ask follow-up questions."

Bobby stiffened, his face twisting into a sneer. He didn't retreat this time; his ego was providing a flimsy shield against the threat.

"You really are pathetic, you know that?" he spat. "This isn't an interrogation; it’s a projection. You think just because you can’t separate your work from your feelings, everyone else is compromised? I don't need to buy affection, Cassandra. And I certainly don't trade state secrets for it.”

"You call me that like it’s an insult," Hadley said, her voice dropping an octave, deadly calm. "But you clearly skipped the classics seminar at MIT. Cassandra wasn't crazy, Bobby. She was right. Her curse wasn't madness; it was accuracy. Her punishment was being surrounded by arrogant men who were too busy patting themselves on the back to listen to the truth until the walls were already falling. So go ahead. Call me Cassandra. But remember how that story ends: she’s the one standing in the ashes, and the idiots who ignored her are the ones getting slaughtered.”

“I… just…” he stared at her, clearly at a loss for words.

She leveraged his temporary embarrassment. She’d disarmed him with the repartee and was now going in for the kill. Shin block, head-kick. “You trade secrets for validation, Bobby. It’s your currency."

"I am a professional!" he shouted, his voice cracking with indignation. "I haven't brought a woman here in six months! I haven't even been on a date. I have been working eighteen-hour days fixing the mess your department made!"

He turned his back on her, marching toward his desk, grabbing a bottle of Fiji water with a trembling hand.

"Go ahead," he threw over his shoulder. "Check the logs. Check the cameras. I’ve had zero overnight guests. Zero social engagements. Unless you count the headhunter from Google, I’ve been a monk."

Hadley froze.

She didn't pounce. She went very, very still. It was the stillness of a predator that just saw the grass move.

"A headhunter," she repeated quietly.

Bobby took a sip of water, rolling his eyes. "Yes. A recruiter. Top tier. She approached me at the Austin Tech Summit last week. Wanted to discuss a heavy package to lead their Quantum division. We’re talking seven figures, equity, the works."

"And you brought her here?"

"It was a professional meeting!" Bobby scoffed, turning back around. "She wanted to verify my rig.”

“Trust me, Bobby, your rig is not impressive.”

“Dick jokes, really? Grow up, Grace. She wanted to see if my home setup could handle the proprietary bandwidth they run. We had a glass of wine, discussed elliptic curve cryptography, and she left. She was a PhD, Hadley. Not a honey pot. She understood the syntax better than you do."

"Did she?" Hadley asked. Her voice was soft, dangerous. "Did she ask to see the server, Bobby? Did she ask to see how you handled the load balancing?"

"She asked about the architecture, yes. Because she’s a professional."

"And while you were showing off," I cut in, my voice rumbling from the back of the room, "where was your fob?"

Bobby looked at me, annoyed by the interruption. "My fob? It was on my lanyard. Or... on the desk."

"And where were you?" Hadley pressed.

"I was..." Bobby hesitated. His brow furrowed. "I went to the kitchen to get the wine. It took maybe two minutes to uncork the bottle."

"Two minutes is an eternity for a pro," Hadley said.

"She didn't touch anything!" Bobby insisted, though his voice had lost its edge. "She was sitting on the couch when I came back. She was checking her messages."

"Did she have a phone?" Hadley asked. "Or did she have a cloner?"

"You are grasping at straws!" Bobby yelled, slamming the water bottle down. "She is a legitimate recruiter! Her name is Elena Corves! You can look her up on LinkedIn!"

"I'm sure her profile is immaculate," Hadley said. "Just like her cover."

She walked over to the desk. She picked up his key fob—a small, black rectangle with a biometric scanner.

"You said she understood the syntax," Hadley said. "Did she flatter you, Bobby? Did she tell you that you were wasted in government work? That the Agency didn't appreciate your genius?"

Bobby’s mouth opened, then closed. A flicker of doubt crossed his face. The arrogance began to fracture, revealing the insecurity underneath.

"She... she said I was a visionary," he whispered.

"And you ate it up," Hadley said. "You were so busy preening that you didn't notice she was cloning your RSA key while you were pouring the Pinot Noir."

"No," Bobby said, shaking his head. "No. That's impossible. My encryption rotates every sixty seconds. She would need..."

He stopped. He looked at the server rack. He looked at the blinking blue lights of the hard drives.

The color drained from his face, leaving him looking grey and sickly in the harsh light of the loft.

"She asked for the WiFi password," he murmured. "She said her signal was weak."

Hadley didn't say "I told you so." She just pointed at the monitor.

"Open the ghost user logs, Bobby. Let's see what 'Elena from Google' left behind."

“No, wait… hang on. Hang on. It was a recruitment meeting. Private sector. That’s all. She wanted to see the setup!" Bobby yelled defensively. "She was interested in my proprietary compression algorithm! We had wine. We talked code. She was..."

"She was a honey pot, you idiot," Hadley said. She closed her eyes, pinching the bridge of her broken nose. "She didn't want you, Bobby. She wanted your biometric dongle. And that is not a dick joke.”

Bobby didn't answer. He walked to the desk, the swagger evaporating with every step. He woke the monitors. His fingers flew across the keys with the frantic, jerky speed of a man checking for a pulse.

A terminal window bloomed black. He typed a root query. Then he went stone still. Fifteen seconds. That’s all it took. In the span of three breaths, the "Golden Boy" died, and a terrified accessory to treason was born. 

He stared at the screen.

"Oh no," he whispered.

"What?" Hadley demanded.

"There's a ghost user," Bobby said, his voice trembling. "Admin privileges. Created four days ago. Time stamp... 3:00 AM."

He looked up at us, his arrogance completely gone.

"She cloned my fob," he whispered. "She must have copied the RSA key while I was... uncorking the bottle…”

“Uncorking.”

"I didn't know!" Bobby shouted. "She had a PhD in computational linguistics!"

"She played you," Hadley said, leaning over the desk to look at the screen. "And now she's using your credentials to run a terror cell inside the US borders."

She pointed at the screen.

"Look at the traffic log. Where is the data going?"

Bobby typed frantically. His hands were shaking.

"It's routing through a proxy," he said. "Bouncing. Singapore. Frankfurt. But the origin..."

He hit enter.

"The origin is local," he said. "No... it’s..."

He stopped. The blood drained out of his face so fast he looked like he was about to pass out. He looked at the screen, then at Hadley, his eyes wide with a horrific realization.

"What?" She asked, leaning in. "Where is it coming from?"

"I know this address," Bobby whispered. He backed away from the desk, his chair skidding across the polished concrete. "I had to help Doyle blacklist it from the mainframe last week because you kept trying to push your unauthorized reports through."

He pointed a trembling finger at her.

"It's you. It's your home router. The static IP for your workstation."

"That's impossible," Hadley said, her voice rising. "My system is air-gapped! I haven't been home in two days!"

"It's not impossible!" Bobby shouted, scrambling over the back of the sofa, putting furniture between them as if she were a rabid animal. "It's perfect! You're the only one who predicted it because you were the one writing the code! You wanted to be right so bad you decided to burn the world down just to say 'I told you so'!"

"Bobby, listen to me—"

"Stay back!" he shrieked. He grabbed a heavy marble coaster and held it like a weapon. "You're a monster! You’re not Cassandra. You're the Trojan Horse."

I looked at the screen. I saw the stream of data packets, all flagged with a digital signature that screamed Hadley Grace.

The phone call had been a seed of doubt. But this? This was a forest.

It was too much.

In the field, mistakes are subtle. A dropped call. A blurred photo. A momentary lapse in encryption. But this wasn't a mistake. It was a neon sign. It was a billboard erected in the middle of a digital highway pointing directly at the woman standing next to me.

It was the sort of burn created for a public that liked headlines and Tik-Toks. A political football. Someone overplayed their hand.

I looked at Hadley. She was staring at Bobby, her hands open, pleading. She was brilliant, yes. Maybe brilliant enough to pull this off. But if she was the mastermind, she wouldn't have left a trail this obvious. A sloppy operator leaves a footprint. A ghost leaves nothing. But a frame-up artist? They leave a map.

This was a bridge too far.

“Not good," I said quietly.

Bobby nodded frantically. "See! Even the giant sees it! You’re guilty, Grace!”

"No," I said, looking at Bobby. "She's framed. Nobody is this sloppy, Vane. Not even you. Someone wanted us to find this. Someone wanted you to find this."

"You're protecting her!" Bobby yelled. "Get out! Get out of my house!"

"We're leaving," I said. I stepped toward the desk.

"Don't touch that!" Bobby blubbered, shrinking into the corner of the room, curling into a ball near his telescope. "I'm calling Doyle. I'm calling the FBI. I'm calling everyone!"

“You won’t,” Hadley said. “Or you’ll have to explain how someone got access while you uncorked a wine bottle.”

He slumped, releasing a whimpering sound.

I ignored him. I looked at the terminal one last time. The IP address was a dead end, a false flag planted to kill Hadley's credibility forever.

I closed the window and opened the browser history.

LinkedIn.

Profile View: Elena Corves. Recruiter. Geode Quantum AI.

"Is this her?" I asked, pointing at the profile photo. Blonde. Professional. Generic enough to be real, polished enough to be fake.

"Yes!" Bobby sobbed from the corner. "Just take it! Just leave me alone!"

"Let's go," I said to Hadley.

She was frozen, staring at her ex-boyfriend, who was now rocking back and forth, muttering about treason and federal prison. She looked devastated. Not because she was caught, but because she realized how perfectly the trap had been sprung.

"He really believes it," she whispered.

"That's the point," I said, grabbing her arm and pulling her toward the freight elevator. "They don't need to convict you, Grace. They just need to make sure no one listens to you until the clock runs out."

I hit the button. The doors slid open.

We stepped in, leaving the weeping Golden Boy to his shattered ego and his compromised smart home. We had a name. We had a face.    


Chapter 20: Yillian

Yillian Lee slumped in his gaming chair, an ergonomic nightmare that had long since surrendered to his weight. On the screen, a neon-drenched cityscape whizzed by as he drove a stolen virtual car through virtual pedestrians.

He wasn't really playing. He was just moving his thumbs, letting the violence on the screen fill the emptiness in his head.

He was twenty-six. He had a degree in communications that was currently earning him minimum wage at a call center, where people yelled at him for things he couldn't fix. His girlfriend had left him three months ago because, in her words, he had "the ambition of a sea sponge."

He took a long pull from the bong on his desk, the water bubbling like a drowning man. The smoke hit his lungs, a familiar, comforting burn. He held it in, eyes watering, letting the THC wrap its fuzzy blanket around his brain.

Ping.

A private message box popped up in the corner of his screen, overlaying the carnage of the game. Black background, green text. No avatar. The username was just [PROMETHEUS].

Yillian exhaled a cloud of smoke at the screen. Another bot trying to sell him crypto or pills. He reached for the mouse to close it.

[PROMETHEUS]: They're laughing at you, Yillian.

His hand stopped. It was a generic enough statement, the kind of thing a horoscope or a fortune cookie would say. But tonight, with the beer sloshing in his stomach and the weed loosening the hinges of his paranoia, it landed differently.

[Yillian]: who is this

[PROMETHEUS]: Someone who sees.

[Yillian]: sees what

[PROMETHEUS]: Sees the way your boss talks to you. Like you're a child. Sees the way Sarah looks at her new boyfriend in her Instagram posts. The way you never look at her.

Yillian’s stomach dropped. He put the bong down, his heart kicking against his ribs. How could a bot know about Sarah? About Mr. Henderson’s condescending pat on the back?

[Yillian]: youre stalking me. im calling the cops.

[PROMETHEUS]: The police don't care about you, Yillian. They work for the people who own the world. The people who keep you in that chair, in that apartment, paying rent you can barely afford for a life you don't want.

It was a simple hook, baited with the very thoughts that kept Yillian awake at 3:00 AM. The sense that the game was rigged. That everyone else had been given a rulebook he’d never received.

[Yillian]: what do you want

[PROMETHEUS]: I want to show you the truth.

A link appeared in the chat window.

Yillian hesitated. His mouse hovered. The rational part of his brain screamed malware, phishing scam, do not click. But the drunk, angry, lonely part of his brain—the part that was currently in the driver's seat—clicked.

A video window opened. It was grainy dashcam footage. A cop pulling over a nice car. The driver, a young guy in a suit, got out screaming, shoving the cop. The cop did nothing. Just stood there, taking the abuse, eventually letting the guy go with a warning.

Then, a hard cut. Another traffic stop. A guy in a beat-up Honda, looking a lot like Yillian. He was polite. He kept his hands on the wheel. The cop dragged him out of the window, threw him onto the asphalt, knee in his back.

The video ended.

[PROMETHEUS]: You see the difference? It's not about what you do. It's about who you are. Or rather, who they think you are.

Yillian stared at the black screen. The anger, usually a low simmer in his gut, began to bubble up. He recognized that feeling of powerlessness in the Honda driver’s eyes. He felt it every day.

Another link.

This one was a compilation of TikToks. Rich kids flexing watches that cost more than Yillian made in a year. Politicians laughing at a fundraiser while a news ticker at the bottom of the screen scrolled headlines about housing crises and food shortages. A landlord explaining how he evicted single mothers.

It was an onslaught of carefully curated rage-bait. A highlight reel of everything wrong with the world, distilled into sixty-second hits.

[PROMETHEUS]: They don't want you to succeed, Yillian. They need you to fail. Your failure is their profit margin.

Yillian cracked open another beer, his hands shaking slightly. He felt seen. He felt understood in a way he hadn't in years.

[Yillian]: yeah. its bullshit.

[PROMETHEUS]: It is. But knowing it is bullshit doesn't change anything. Knowing is just torture.

A pause. The cursor blinked.

[PROMETHEUS]: Action changes things.

Yillian finished the beer in three gulps, the alcohol fueling the fire in his chest.

[Yillian]: what kind of action

[PROMETHEUS]: Did you go to the store today, Yillian?

The question hung in the air, heavy and specific. The weed-induced paranoia flared again.

[Yillian]: what store

[PROMETHEUS]: Don't play dumb. It doesn't suit you. The pawn shop on Elm Street. Around 2:00 PM.

Yillian’s breath caught in his throat. He looked over at the corner of the room, where a black plastic case was shoved under a pile of dirty clothes. He hadn't told anyone. Not even the guys he gamed with online.

[Yillian]: how do you know that

[PROMETHEUS]: I told you. I see. Did you buy it?

Yillian looked at the screen. Then at the case. Then back at the screen. He felt a strange thrill, a surge of adrenaline he hadn't felt since the first time he beat a boss level.

[Yillian]: yeah

[PROMETHEUS]: Good. What did you get?

Yillian typed slowly, his fingers heavy on the keys.

[Yillian]: AR-15. used. and 500 rounds. Just… just for self-defense. And some fun in the backyard.

[PROMETHEUS]: Excellent choice. Reliable. Effective.

Another video link appeared.

This one wasn't grainy footage or TikToks. It was high-production value. Slow-motion shots of a guy at a range, firing a rifle just like the one Yillian had bought. The targets weren't paper silhouettes. They were mannequins dressed in suits. Mannequins dressed like cops.

The music was heavy, pounding industrial metal that matched the rhythm of the gunfire.

The video ended with text on a black screen: TAKE IT BACK.

Yillian felt a rush of power. For the first time in his life, he wasn't the NPC getting run over in the street. He had a tool. He had a weapon. He’d started seeing ads for the AR-15 a couple months ago. Advertisements that showed up in his email, his socials, even via paper flyers at his door. It had been a weird deluge of ads for the gun. Almost as if the universe wanted him to buy it. Granted, he didn’t believe in faith or fate—he was a man of science, like all his brilliant internet buddies. He took another bong hit.

[PROMETHEUS]: You aren't powerless anymore, Yillian. They only have power over you because you let them. Because you follow their rules.

[Yillian]: what do i do with it

[PROMETHEUS]: You wait. You prepare. You let the anger build until it's a weapon itself.

A file began to download. manifesto_draft_v4.pdf.

[PROMETHEUS]: Read this. Understand why the world is the way it is. Understand your place in the new one.

Yillian opened the file. The text was dense, filled with words he didn't fully understand about economic slavery and the Great Reset and the cleansing fire. But the tone... the tone spoke to him. It was the voice of someone who was done asking for permission.

[PROMETHEUS]: We are everywhere, Yillian. You are not alone anymore. We are the Prometheus Initiative. And we are going to bring the fire.

Yillian looked around his squalid apartment. The pizza boxes, the empty cans, the stained carpet. It all looked different now. It didn't look like a cage anymore.

It looked like a bunker.

He picked up the bong and took another massive rip, the smoke swirling in the blue light of the screen. He felt a grim smile spread across his face.

[Yillian]: when do we start?


Chapter 21: Jonathan

Hadley had insisted we take Bobby’s car.

“He won’t report it missing. Not now that his ass is in the fire too. Trust me.”

And this time, I did.

Hadley knew people the way I knew nerve endings.

The Lucid Air smelled of new leather and Bobby Vane’s expensive, musky cologne. It was a silent glass bubble gliding through the humid night, a spaceship navigating a swamp.

Hadley sat in the passenger seat, knees pulled up, staring out the window at the blur of sodium streetlights. The adrenaline of the confrontation had faded, replaced by the crushing reality of her situation. Her ex-boyfriend, a man she’d once let into her bed, had just accused her of treason with a conviction that bordered on religious fervor.

"He really thinks I did it," she whispered, fogging the glass.

"He has to," I said, eyes on the rearview mirror. "If you didn't do it, then he’s the idiot who let a fox into the henhouse because she flattered his coding skills. His ego can't survive that. It’s easier to believe you’re a supervillain than to admit he’s a mark."

"You said you believed me," she said, turning to look at me. Her left eye was swollen almost completely shut now. "Back there. You told Bobby I was being framed."

"The digital trail was too loud," I said. "A professional doesn't leave their home IP address stamped on a clandestine operation. It was planted evidence meant to be found by someone exactly like Bobby—smart enough to find it, dumb enough to believe it."

"So, what now?"

I pulled Bobby’s smartphone from my pocket. It was still unlocked.

"Now we go fishing."

I opened his secure messaging app. I found the thread with "Elena Corves." It was brief. Professional pleasantries leading up to the meeting at his apartment.

I began to type.

"You need to sound like him," Hadley warned. "Panicked. Arrogant. Greedy."

"I know the type," I murmured.

I sent the message: I found the ghost user. I know what you did to my server. I want $500k cash. Tonight. Or I take the logs to the FBI.

The reply was almost instantaneous. Three dancing dots.

Elena: You’re misunderstanding the situation, Bobby. We should talk.

I typed back: No talk. Cash. Meet me at the abandoned wharf at the end of Market Street. Under the overpass. One hour. Come alone or the deal is off.

A longer pause this time. She was running it up the chain. Checking with the handler—the real Russian.

Elena: Agreed. One hour.

I tossed the phone into Hadley's lap.

"She won't come," Hadley said, reading the exchange.

"No," I agreed, accelerating toward the river. "But someone will."

The Market Street Wharf was a graveyard of industry. Rusted skeletal cranes loomed over empty warehouses along the Mississippi. The air here was thick with diesel fumes, rotting river weeds, and the metallic tang of old iron. It was dark, isolated, and perfect for another murder.

We parked the conspicuous Lucid three blocks away behind a stack of rotting shipping pallets and walked the rest of the way. I positioned us in the deep shadow of a concrete overpass pillar, fifty yards from the water's edge.

Forty minutes passed.

"They're late," Hadley whispered. She was shivering again, the damp air cutting through her torn sweatshirt.

"They're setting up," I said. My pulse was slow, steady. This was the part of the job I understood. No digital footprints, no psychological profiling. Just geometry and violence.

"There," I said.

A vehicle turned off Tchoupitoulas Street, its headlights cutting through the fog. It wasn't a sedan. It was a black Chevrolet Suburban with tinted windows and no front license plate.

It didn't slow down to look for Bobby. It drove straight toward the water and swerved to a stop on the gravel, blocking the easiest exit route.

"Four doors opening at once," I murmured, narrating the threat assessment. "That's a tactical dismount. Not a meeting. A cleanup."

Four men got out. They moved with the synchronized efficiency of a unit that had worked together before. They wore dark, nondescript clothing—work jackets, cargo pants. No masks. They didn't plan on leaving witnesses.

Three of them were standard-issue muscle—thick necks, tight haircuts, hands hovering near waistbands. I recognized them from the swamp.

These were the guys who’d dismembered Kevin Cognon.

The driver exited last. I recognized him too.

He unfolded himself from behind the wheel, rising up and up. He must have been six-foot-seven, easily three hundred pounds of dense, slavic granite. He was built like a Flintstone character—a torso like a chest freezer balanced on thick, tree-trunk legs. He had shoulder-length blonde hair that looked unnaturally bright in the wash of the headlights, framing a wide, brutal face that seemed disappointed there wasn't something immediately available to crush.

He didn't pull a gun. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a telescopic steel baton. He flicked his wrist, and it snapped open with a sharp metallic clack.

The blonde giant gestured with the baton. The other three spread out, fanning into a search formation, moving toward the shadows under the overpass.

"Stay here," I told Hadley. "Don't move unless I tell you to run."

"Hunt, there are four of them. That guy is..."

"He's big," I said, slipping my knife from my pocket and reverse-gripping it. "It just takes more work to chop the tree down."

I didn't wait for them to find us. I moved.

There were a dozen tactical solutions available to me. I could have ghosted into the maze of shipping containers and flanked them. I could have drawn the Sig and dropped them from distance. That was the professional choice—clean, efficient, safe.

But I didn't want safe. I wanted contact.

Every time I blinked, I saw the plastic tube snaking down Rosa’s throat; I heard the rhythmic, mechanical hiss of the ventilator keeping her chest moving because she couldn't do it herself. A bullet was too impersonal for that kind of debt. It was too quick. I needed to feel the impact. I needed the jarring vibration of bone snapping against bone to quiet the noise in my head.

I wasn't stepping out to neutralize a threat; I was stepping out to balance the books, and I was going to enjoy every brutal second of the transaction.

I stepped out of the shadow of the pillar, putting myself directly in the path of the man on the far right flank.

He saw me. I smiled. His hand went for his waistband.

Too late.

I closed the twenty-foot gap in three strides. I didn't slow down. I slammed into him, driving my shoulder into his sternum. The air exploded out of his lungs. Before he could wheeze, I drove a knee into his groin, hard enough to lift him off the ground. He folded. I finished him with a hammer fist to the base of the skull. He hit the gravel face first and didn't move.

One down. Five seconds elapsed.

The noise alerted the others. The second man turned, raising a suppressed Glock.

I was already moving laterally, putting a rusted electrical box between us. A bullet sparked against the metal casing.

I came around the other side. He was correcting his aim, but I was inside his guard. I grabbed the slide of the pistol, pushing it offline while simultaneously driving the heel of my palm onto the bridge of his nose. Cartilage crunched. His eyes watered, blinding him instantly.

I twisted the gun out of his hand, tossed it into the dark, and swept his legs. He hit the ground hard. I stomped on his ankle. The bone snapped with a crack. He screamed, a high, bubbling sound.

Two down. Twelve seconds.

The third man—the last of the standard muscle—hesitated. He saw his two partners down in less time than it took to draw a breath. That hesitation was a death sentence.

I batted his gun hand aside and drove my knife hand—still holding the blade reversed—into his solar plexus. I didn't stab him; I punched him with the heavy brass pommel of the knife handle. He crumpled, gagging. A roundhouse kick to the temple ended his participation in the evening.

Three down. Twenty seconds.

I turned to face the Flintstone.

The giant with the blonde hair hadn't moved. He stood by the open driver's door, tapping the steel baton against his massive thigh. He looked at the three broken bodies on the ground, then looked at me.

He smirked. It was a hideous expression, revealing a row of silver-capped teeth.

He said something in Russian that sounded like wet rocks grinding together. I didn't need a translation. It was a challenge.

He stepped away from the truck, twirling the baton with surprising grace for a man his size.

I pulled my gun, glanced at it, shrugged. Then holstered it again in the waistband at my back.

The giant grinned wider. He tossed the baton aside. It clattered on the asphalt. He raised his fists—meat hammers the size of cinderblocks.

He charged.

It was like watching a mudslide accelerate. He didn't run; he rumbled. The ground seemed to shake.

I stood my ground until the last possible second. When he threw a right haymaker aimed at taking my head off, I dropped.

The wind of the punch ruffled my hair.

I stepped inside his guard, driving two hard body shots into his ribs. It felt like punching a tractor tire. He didn't even grunt.

He brought his forearm down in a chopping motion across my back. It drove me to one knee, pain exploding along my spine.

He grabbed the front of my shirt with one hand and hauled me up like I was a toddler. He drew back his free fist to cave in my face.

I didn't try to break his grip. I used it.

I grabbed his wrist with both hands, jumped, and drove both of my boots into his midsection, using his own momentum to throw him backward over my head.

It’s called a tomoe nage in judo. Usually, it’s graceful. This was ugly.

Three hundred pounds of Russian muscle went airborne. He crashed onto his back on the unforgiving gravel, the impact knocking the breath out of him in a massive whoosh.

But he was tough. He started to sit up, shaking his head, his long blonde hair wild around his face.

I didn't give him the chance to recover.

I took two running steps and punted his head like a football.

His head snapped back, slamming against the steel running board of the Suburban with a sickening clang.

The Flintstone went limp, sprawled on his back, staring up at the Louisiana night sky with vacant eyes.

Silence returned to the wharf, broken only by the ragged breathing of the men on the ground and the distant churn of a tugboat on the river.

I stood over the giant, my chest heaving. I checked his pulse. Strong. He’d have a hell of a headache in the morning, but he'd live.

I patted down his pockets. No wallet. No ID. Just a wad of cash and a single plastic card.

I picked it up. It was white, with a gold logo.

The Roosevelt Hotel. New Orleans.

I turned it over. A room number was scrawled in marker on the back. 1402.

Hadley emerged from the shadows under the overpass. She walked slowly, stepping over the groaning man with the broken ankle. She stopped near me, looking down at the unconscious giant, then up at me. Her eyes were wide, re-evaluating everything she thought she knew about violence.

"You didn't shoot them," she said, her voice unsteady.

"Shooting draws cops," I said, pocketing the key card. "Broken bones just draw paramedics.”

I gripped the key card like a winning lottery ticket, but the night wasn't done with us yet.

A low rumble vibrated through the soles of my boots—deeper than the river tugs, more aggressive than the distant highway.

I looked past the heap of unconscious men.

Twin sets of LED headlights cut through the fog at the entrance of the wharf, moving fast. They bounced violently as two more black Suburbans tore off the pavement and onto the gravel, kicking up rooster tails of dust. They weren't slowing down to assess the situation. They were accelerating.

"Reinforcements," I said. My voice was calm, but my pulse spiked.

"More of them?" Hadley gasped, shrinking back against the concrete pillar.

"The cleanup crew brought a cleanup crew," I said. "We're leaving."

I grabbed her arm—not gently—and shoved her toward the darkness of the shipping containers.

"Run."

We sprinted. The gravel shifted under our feet, robbing us of traction. Behind us, tires screeched as the new vehicles drifted into a hard stop near the bodies. Doors flew open. Voices shouted—harsh, barking commands.

Pop-pop-pop.

Supersonic cracks snapped the air above our heads. They weren't asking us to stop. They were firing blindly into the shadows, suppressing the area. A bullet sparked off a rusted crane leg three feet to my left.

"Keep your head down!" I roared, steering Hadley through a narrow gap between two stacks of rotting pallets.

We broke cover and hit the pavement of Tchoupitoulas Street. The Lucid was still there, a sleek, silent shadow parked behind the dumpster where we’d left it.

I threw Hadley into the passenger seat and vaulted behind the wheel.

"Buckle up," I said.

I didn't fumble for keys. The car sensed the fob in my pocket and woke up, the dashboard screens blooming with soft, digital light.

In the rearview mirror, I saw the tactical lights of the backup team sweeping the alleyway we’d just exited. They were fifty yards back and closing.

I shifted into drive and slammed the accelerator.

Electric cars don't have a torque curve. They have a switch. One moment we were stationary; the next, twelve hundred horsepower dumped into the tires.

The Lucid launched.

Hadley’s head snapped back against the headrest. The G-force pressed my lungs against my spine. We went from zero to sixty in under two seconds, silently tearing a hole in the night.

By the time the Russians cleared the alley and raised their rifles, we were already three blocks away, a red blur disappearing into the grid of the city.

I took a breath, letting the adrenaline settle back into a simmer. I checked the mirror. No pursuit. 

"Where are we going?" Hadley wheezed, rubbing her neck.

I glanced at the white plastic card on the center console. "The Roosevelt Hotel. We have a room to inspect.”


Chapter 22: Jonathan

The door across the hall hadn’t moved. The "Do Not Disturb" sign hung from the handle, a flimsy piece of plastic shielding whatever—or whoever—was inside from the world.

We had been staring at it for four hours.

We’d taken a room directly opposite, paying cash, asking for a high floor view that neither of us had looked at once. I sat in a straight-backed chair I’d dragged to the crack in the curtains. The lights were off. The air conditioning hummed, a low, mechanical drone that usually put civilians to sleep but just sharpened my edges.

Hadley sat on the edge of the bed. She was restless. Every twenty minutes she crossed and uncrossed her legs, or checked her phone, or sighed.

Surveillance is ninety-nine percent boredom and one percent pure adrenaline. Most people can’t handle the balance. They want the action, not the wait.

"You’re a statue," Hadley said. Her voice was a whisper, but in the dark room, it sounded loud.

"Movement draws the eye," I said. "Even through a curtain gap."

"It's been hours, Hunt. Maybe no one is in there."

"The sign is up. Clerk downstairs said she didn’t check out. She’s coming back.”

“Or she’s in there.”

“Light’s off under the door. No movement. Bellhop said the hot blonde left a couple hours ago.” I shrugged. “She’ll be back.” I frowned at her. “We have half the state looking for us. Not like we can go anywhere else.”

She stood up and walked to the mini-bar, grabbing a bottle of water. She didn’t drink it. She just held the cold glass against her forehead.

"You should sleep," I said. I didn't look at her. I kept my eyes on the plastic sign across the hall.

"I'm fine."

"You're not. Your breathing changed ten minutes ago. Your reaction time is slowing down."

She scoffed, walking back to the window to stand behind me. "And you? You're not tired?"

I shook my head. "Tired is not relevant."

"You’re human, Hunt. Somewhere under all that scar tissue."

I didn't answer. I just watched the hallway. A maid cart rolled past, wheels squeaking. The maid didn't even glance at the target door. 

Hadley didn't move away. She lingered in my periphery. I could feel her eyes on me, dissecting, analyzing. It was what she did. She took people apart to see how the gears turned.

"You really care for her?" she asked.

The question hung in the stale air.

"Who?" I asked, though I knew.

"Rosa."

I grunted. I shifted my weight, the first movement I’d made in an hour. "You need to stop picking my emotions apart, Hadley. We have a job."

"No, no, that's not... I'm not."

She stuttered. It was rare. Hadley was usually a machine of confidence, armed with sharp retorts and a narcissism that acted as a shield. But the armor was thin tonight. The hours of silence had worn her down.

I glanced up at her. In the sliver of light coming through the curtain, she looked less like a CIA analyst and more like someone who was lost. The arrogance was gone, replaced by a dull fatigue.

She looked troubled. She looked at her hands, then back at me.

I looked back toward the door across the hall. "You've never loved anyone?"

I didn't usually ask personal questions. In this line of work, a backstory is just a list of leverage points. But the silence was thick enough to choke on, and she was the only ally I had left. Back in the teams, I was the guy who cracked wise while the breach charges were counting down. They used to call me "Joker." It was ironic. I had a face like a tombstone, but I could make a dead man smirk.

"I don't believe so," she murmured.

The bitterness in her voice was acid-sharp.

"I usually ruin it before it gets that far," she added, almost to herself. "It’s safer. If I burn the bridge, I don’t have to worry about who’s crossing it to hurt me."

It was a quiet admission of self-sabotage. The great agent, capable of dismantling unsubs but incapable of sitting still in a room with someone who might actually know her.

"Get some sleep," I said, my voice softer. "I'll wake you if the door opens."

She hesitated, then nodded. She retreated to the bed, kicking off her shoes. Within minutes, her breathing evened out into the slow rhythm of sleep.

I was alone.

I studied her profile in the shadows. Without the biting wit and the defensive ego, she looked almost fragile. It was a hell of a thing to be that smart and that scared. I knew the type. She built fortresses out of her own competence, dazzling people with her intellect so they wouldn't get close enough to see the tremble in her hands. It wasn't coldness; it was a preemptive strike. She starved herself of connection because she was convinced it was poison. Looking at her now, I didn't feel the usual irritation.

I felt a heavy, dull ache of recognition. She was a master architect of her own isolation, trapped in a tower she’d built to keep the monsters out, not realizing she’d locked herself in with the loneliness.

I thought of Rosa.

Now what was the damn connection between Hadley and Rosa?

None. None at all. Rosa was warmth, kindness and light. She was real. She had cared for me.

And I’d left her.

To keep her safe, I’d told myself. And now what? She was lying shot in a hospital bed.

I sat in the dark, watching the door. My eyes felt like they were filled with sand, but I didn't blink. I couldn't.

My mind drifted to the hospital. To the beep of the monitors. To the smell of antiseptic.

I pulled my burner phone from my pocket. I shielded the screen so the light wouldn't flare against the window. I dialed the number I’d memorized.

"ICU," a voice answered. "Nurse station."

"Patient in room 403," I said. "Update."

"Family only, sir."

"This is the family," I lied. My voice was granite. "Tell me."

There was a pause. The rustling of papers. I wasn’t sure if the nurse believed me or if she simply didn’t have the late night energy for a fight.

"She's awake," the nurse said. "She woke up ten minutes ago. She's disoriented, but conscious."

The air left my lungs. I caught myself.

“Rosa. Rosa Martinez is awake?”

“Yes, sir. Who is this?”

She was awake.

A jolt of excitement hit me, sharp and electric. It wasn't relief. It was something more primal. She was alive. She was back. The guilt that had been sitting on my chest like a concrete block shifted, just an inch.

Hang on, Rosa, I thought. I’m finishing this.

I was about to hang up, to breathe for the first time in days, when movement in the hallway caught my eye.

I went very still.

The elevator doors at the far end of the hall had opened.

A figure stepped out.

It was a woman. Tall. Blonde. She wore a trench coat belted tight at the waist and heels that sank into the cheap carpet, muting her approach. She moved with a purpose that wasn't casual. She checked the numbers on the doors, her head swiveling with a predatory grace.

She stopped.

She was standing right in front of the door with the plastic sign.

Bingo.

I hung up the phone without a word and slid it into my pocket. I reached down and unholstered my weapon, resting it on my thigh.

The woman reached into her purse. She didn't pull out a key card. She pulled out a small, metallic tool.

I kicked the chair back and stood up.

"Hadley," I said, my voice low and hard. "Wake up."


Chapter 23: Yillian

Yillian looked down at his lap. A flannel shirt was draped over his legs, but under the plaid fabric, his hand rested on the pistol grip of the AR-15. The magazine was seated. The safety was off.

Yillian Lee sat in his Honda Civic, parked on the crushed shell shoulder of a service road. The air conditioner had died somewhere outside of Shreveport, and the interior of the car was a stifling box of stale sweat and fast-food wrappers.

He looked through the windshield. Two hundred yards away, the sun bleached the color out of the industrial park. Silver pipes ran in infinite loops, climbing cooling towers that vented white steam into the heavy sky. A sign at the chain-link gate read Balcasieu Petrochemical: Gate 4.

Shift change.

Men and women walked out the turnstiles. They wore hard hats and reflective vests. They carried lunch coolers. They laughed, lit cigarettes, checked their phones. They looked normal.

He watched a man in a blue vest high-five a security guard. They were smiling.

It seemed impossible. Yillian watched them through the dirty windshield, trying to deconstruct the mechanics of it. They had just spent ten hours in a poison factory, breathing fumes, making money for people who hated them. They should be screaming. They should be tearing at the chain-link fence.

Instead, they were talking. He saw a woman check her phone and show the screen to a coworker. The coworker laughed.

How do they do it? Yillian thought. How do they just live?

It felt like a performance. It felt like they were mocking him. Their ease was an insult. They were walking around as if the world wasn't burning, as if the game wasn't rigged against them. Prometheus was right. They were asleep. They were cattle happy in the chute.

But beneath the contempt, a sharper, colder feeling twisted in his gut. Envy. He looked at the man in the blue vest again. The man walked with a loose, easy gait. He had somewhere to go. Someone was waiting for him. There was a rhythm to his life that Yillian couldn't hear, a frequency he couldn't tune into.

Yillian sat in his sweat, in a car that smelled of old cheese, and he hated the man for that rhythm. He hated him for the high-five. For the casual contact.

He looked down at his lap.

He gripped the rifle tighter. The plastic bit into his palm, a hard, anchoring reality. The envy receded, replaced by the sudden, intoxicating rush of leverage.

He didn't need their rhythm. He had the disruptor.

He wondered what the man in the blue vest would look like if the 5.56 round hit him in the chest. He wondered if the laughter would stop instantly, or if there would be a moment of confusion first—a split second where the man realized that his normal, easy life was actually fragile as glass, and Yillian was the hammer.

The gravel popped behind him. It wasn't the spray of a passing truck; it was the slow, heavy crunch of tires rolling to a stop.

Yillian checked the rearview mirror.

A white Ford Explorer filled the frame. Louisiana State Police.

Yillian didn't breathe. He didn't move. He just watched the red and blue light bar, currently dark, looming over his trunk.

He knew why they were here. Since the shooting at the Christmas party, the whole state was an open nerve. The patrols had doubled, especially around infrastructure. The refineries, the power grids—soft targets. Yillian was sitting in a rusted Civic fifty yards from a chemical plant gate. He wasn't just loitering; to a cop on high alert, he was a threat assessment waiting to happen.

Shit. What would Prometheus tell him to do? His hand half moved towards his phone. They’d been talking. For hours now, they’d talked. He missed her voice. Missed…

He swallowed.

The cruiser’s door opened.

A trooper stepped out. He was big, thick through the shoulders, wearing the tan uniform that commanded respect in this part of the world. He adjusted his belt, hiking the equipment up his hips, and settled his Stetson low over his eyes.

He didn't walk directly to the driver’s door. He paused at the rear of the Civic. He placed his hand on the trunk lid—leaving a print, checking that the trunk was latched. Standard procedure. He was being careful. He was expecting trouble.

Good, Yillian thought. Find it.

Yillian’s right hand slid off the steering wheel and dropped into his lap. It found the pistol grip of the AR-15 beneath the flannel shirt. His finger rested along the trigger guard.

The trooper began to walk along the side of the car. His hand was hovering near his own holster.

Yillian watched him in the side mirror. He calculated the angles. The car door was thin sheet metal and plastic. The 5.56 rounds would punch through it like cardboard. At this range, the trooper’s vest wouldn't matter. A zipper drill—three rounds, climbing up the torso to the neck.

Just like Call of Duty—his favorite game.

The trooper stopped at the B-pillar. He couldn't see the rifle yet, just Yillian’s silhouette. He leaned down, his face a shadow behind mirrored sunglasses.

He rapped his knuckles against the glass. Tap. Tap. Tap.

The sound was loud in the silent car.

Yillian stared straight ahead at the refinery pipes. His heart hit his ribs like a fist, hard and irregular. This was the moment. The line between the person he was and the person Prometheus saw.

Do it, the voice in his head whispered. He’s the enemy. He’s the one holding the leash.

Yillian’s left hand moved under the shirt, gripping the barrel shroud. He started to turn his torso to the left, bringing the muzzle around. He just needed three inches of clearance.

The trooper leaned closer, impatient now. He motioned for Yillian to roll down the window. His other hand unsnapped the retention strap on his holster.

Yillian tightened his grip. Now.

A squawk of static cut the air. The trooper’s radio on his shoulder mic flared to life.

"Dispatch to Unit 4-Alpha. 10-50 major on I-10. Rollover with entrapment. Fire is en route."

The trooper straightened up immediately. He looked at the back of Yillian’s head, hesitated for a second, then turned and sprinted back to his Explorer. The engine roared, lights flashed, and the SUV kicked up a cloud of white dust as it tore back toward the highway.

Yillian let the air out of his lungs in a shuddering gasp. His vision went spotty at the edges. He slumped back against the hot seat, his hand trembling on the rifle. He had been two seconds away.

His phone buzzed on the passenger seat.

He jumped, his nerves still red-lining. He looked at the screen.

PROMETHEUS

He picked it up. His thumb hovered over the green button. He pressed it.

"Hello?"

"Breathe, Yillian."

The voice was a woman’s. It was soft, low, and terrifyingly clear. It didn't sound like it was coming through a speaker; it sounded like she was sitting in the back seat.

"I... almost did it," Yillian said. His voice cracked.

"I know," she said. "You were brave. But not yet. Not him. He is just a dog guarding the fence. We want the owners."

Yillian wiped sweat from his forehead. "Who are you?"

"I am the one who sees you," the voice purred. It was gentle, maternal, yet with an edge of something darker beneath it. "Look at them, Yillian. Look at the workers."

He looked back at the gate. The crowd was thinning out.

"They just... walk around," Yillian said. "They don't know."

"Oh, they know," she corrected him. Her tone was soothing, like she was explaining a hard truth to a child. "They participate. They keep the gears turning. They refine the poison that chokes the world, and they take their paychecks, and they buy their big trucks, and they ignore the rot. They are complicit in their inactivity."

"Complicit," Yillian repeated. The word felt heavy and right.

"They owe a debt," she said. "The world has taken everything from you, Yillian. It took your dignity. It took your future. These people? They are the ones spending your inheritance."

Yillian looked at his reflection in the rearview mirror. He saw the double chin, the patchy beard, the acne scars on his cheeks. He saw the fifty pounds he’d put on in the last two years sitting in the gamer chair, eating trash, drinking beer.

"I’m a mess," he whispered. "I’m nothing."

"No," she said. The voice dropped an octave, becoming intimate. Seductive. "You are only a mess by their standards. They want you to be thin and obedient and tired like them. But you are awake. Appearance is a lie, Yillian. Love... devotion... that comes from the inside."

"I just... I want to matter."

"You matter to me."

The sentence hung in the humid air. Yillian felt a warmth spread through his chest that had nothing to do with the heat. It was validation. It was the thing he had scrolled for, posted for, screamed for in empty chat rooms for five years.

"Is that... is that true?"

"Why would I choose you if it weren't?" she asked. "I have access to everyone. I chose you. Because you have the capacity to do what is necessary. It is your job to collect the debt."

He paused. The audio quality was too perfect. There was no background noise on her end. No intake of breath before she spoke. The cadence was mathematically precise.

It’s an AI, a small, rational voice whispered in the back of his mind. It’s a program running an algorithm.

He looked at the rifle in his lap. He looked at the sweat stains on his shirt. He thought about his empty apartment and the silence that waited for him there.

He shoved the rational voice down into the dark. He didn't care. If it was a lie, it was the only lie that made him feel good.

"It's not my fault," Yillian said, testing the words.

"Of course not," she soothed. "How could it be? You were poisoned by them. But now... now you are the cure."

Yillian watched the last of the workers get into their trucks. The anger that had been a confusing knot in his stomach untangled. It became a straight line.

"What do I do?" he asked.

"Drive," she said. "I’ve sent coordinates. Go to the safe house. Rest. Tomorrow, we make them pay."

"Okay," Yillian said. “Okay. I… I thought I was supposed to wait a week?”

“I’ve moved up the timeline. Things… have changed?”

“What do you mean?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m proud of you, Yillian."

He hung up. He sat for a moment, holding the phone like a religious artifact. Proud of you.

He put the car in gear. The engine knocked, but he didn't hear it. He felt lighter than he had in years. He wasn't Yillian the loser anymore. He was Yillian the debt collector.

He pulled onto the road, leaving the refinery behind in the rearview mirror. He’d be back. Tomorrow, he’d make them pay in souls.


Chapter 24: Jonathan

Elena Corves turned the corner, moving down the hotel’s hallway towards her room door. In person, she was even more striking than her photo. She moved with a fluid, confident grace, wearing a trench coat belted tight. She didn't look around. She didn't check her six. She looked like a woman returning from a business dinner, tired and ready for a glass of wine.

She reached her room. She slid the plastic card into the slot.

The light turned green.

As the handle turned, I moved.

I burst from our own room, covering the twenty feet of hallway in three long, silent strides. I wasn't going to knock. I was going to ride her wake into the room before she could bolt the door.

She pushed the door open and stepped inside.

I caught the heavy wood with my palm just before the latch clicked shut. I shoved hard, momentum carrying me across the threshold.

"We need to tal—"

The words died in my throat.

The smell hit me first. Not perfume. Ammonia.

Then the visual processed.

Elena wasn't turning to face me. She was frozen in the entryway, a hand flying to her mouth.

Beyond her, the king-sized bed had been stripped. The duvet was gone. In its place was a sheet of thick, translucent plastic sheeting—a painter’s drop cloth. A second sheet of plastic was taped to the floor.

Two men were waiting.

They were large, wearing cheap suits that strained at the shoulders. One was pulling on a pair of blue nitrile gloves. The other was screwing a suppressor onto a pistol.

I hadn't stormed a hideout. I’d walked into a kill box.

At first, the man with the gun wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at Elena. She was the loose end. I was just a complication.

Then, his eyes flicked to me.

Confusion.

The other hitman, the one with the gloves lunged. He didn't go for a weapon; he went for Elena, grabbing her by the hair to drag her onto the plastic.

I reacted on instinct. The OODA loop—Observe, Orient, Decide, Act—cycled in a microsecond.

I drove my shoulder into the gunman, knocking his aim offline just as he fired. The bullet punched a hole in the entryway mirror, showering us in glass.

I clamped a hand over the slide of his pistol, forcing it down, and drove my forehead into the bridge of his nose. Cartilage crunched. He staggered back, tripping over the edge of the plastic tarp.

To my left, Elena was screaming. The second man had an arm around her neck and a knife in his other hand. He wasn't trying to subdue her. He was trying to open her carotid artery.

I pivoted, ignoring the gunman behind me, and lunged for the knife.

I grabbed the man’s wrist. He was strong—pure hydraulic power. We grappled, my boots slipping on the plastic sheeting.

Then, pain exploded in my right knee.

I buckled. My leg gave out, dropping me to the floor.

I looked up. Elena Corves was standing over me, her face twisted in a snarl. She had kicked me. A precise, vicious stomp to the side of the knee joint.

"Get him off me!" she shrieked at the assassin. "I didn't say anything! Kill him!"

She was bargaining. It was a lizard-brain calculation: help the predators, and maybe they’ll eat you last.

The assassin didn't care. He shoved her aside, raising the knife to finish me while I was down.

I rolled. The blade slashed the air where my throat had been.

I swept his legs. He went down heavy.

I scrambled up, favoring my bad leg. The first gunman—the one with the broken nose—was back in the fight. He leveled the pistol at my chest.

I was dead. The angle was too wide. The distance was too great.

Thud.

A heavy porcelain lamp smashed into the back of the gunman’s head.

He dropped.

Hadley stood behind him, the frayed cord of the lamp still in her hand. Her face was pale, her eyes huge, but she was standing her ground.

The knife-man started to rise. I didn't give him a chance. I stepped in and delivered a soccer kick to his temple. He went limp, collapsing onto the plastic tarp intended for his victim.

"Door," I wheezed. "Barricade it."

Hadley scrambled to the door, throwing the deadbolt and dragging a heavy dresser in front of it.

"Tie them," I said, pointing to the two unconscious men. "Lamp cords. Belts. Tight."

I turned to the bed.

Elena Corves was sitting on the edge of the mattress, her legs pulled up to her chest. She was trembling. Tears streamed down her face, ruining her mascara. She looked small, fragile, and utterly terrified.

"Please," she sobbed. "I didn't know... I didn't know they were going to..."

She looked up at me with wide, imploring eyes. It was a perfect performance. The damsel. The victim.

I looked at her, and all I could see was Rosa. Alive. Awake. I wasn't going to die before I saw Rosa open her eyes. And I wasn't going to let this harpy act her way out of it.

"Stop it," I said. My voice was devoid of sympathy.

"What?" she blinked, a fresh tear rolling down her cheek.

"The trembling. The pitch of your voice. You're dialing it up to an eleven. Dial it down to a four."

Hadley finished tightening the belt around the second hitman’s ankles. She stood up and walked over to the bed. She looked at Elena with a clinical, detached curiosity.

"She's not a recruiter," Hadley said. "Look at her micro-expressions. No surprise. Only fear and calculation. She's an actress."

Elena stiffened.

"I... I don't know what you mean. I work in tech."

"No," Hadley said, leaning in. "You're a high-end social engineer. You play roles. You mirror your targets. You mirrored Bobby Vane’s arrogance so perfectly he invited you into his secure server room. And now you're mirroring a victim because you think Hunt is a protector."

Hadley gestured to the unconscious men on the floor.

"But you kicked him," Hadley said softly. "A victim hides. A predator attacks. You kicked him to buy your own life."

Elena’s face changed. The trembling stopped instantly. The tears didn't dry, but the sobbing noise cut off like a switch had been flipped. She straightened her spine. The vulnerability vanished, replaced by a cold, hard pragmatism.

"Okay," she said. Her voice was steady, the terrified vibrato gone. “They were here to kill me.”

“And you deserved it most likely.”

She sat up on the bed, a lip curling into a sneer. She still looked so beautiful.

“Tell us about Bobby Vane,” I said.

“Or what?” She snapped back.

“Or I’ll hurt you,” I said simply. “Trust me, I’m creative.”

She considered this, still frowning.

Hadley cut in, pointing at the two hitmen. “Whoever you were working for just decided you were a loose end. Do you really want to stay loyal? Now? See that tarp there? They were going to cut you up.”

“Did it before,” I added. “Kid named Kevin Cognan. Heard of him?”

She looked pale now. “I… think I’m going to be sick,” she murmured. She tried to rise, but Hadley shoved her back onto the bed.

Elena cursed in frustration.  “You want the truth? Fine!” She flung out her hands. "I conned Bobby.”

"We know," I said. "Why?"

"It was a job," she said, reaching for a pack of cigarettes on the nightstand. She lit one, her hand shaking only slightly. "I get hired to extract corporate data. Industrial espionage. Usually, it’s just stealing a client list or a pricing algorithm. I didn't know it was... this.”

She looked at the tarp again, probably imagining what it would feel like to be cut up on her own hotel bed.

"Who hired you?" I asked.

She took a drag, blowing the smoke toward the ceiling. “Worth more than my life to tell you that name. The job came with a dossier on Bobby Vane. It told me what to wear, what to say, what wine he drank. It told me he was lonely and insecure."

"And the tech?" Hadley asked. "You cloned his key. You installed a back door."

"I don't know code," Elena said, shrugging apologetically. It was a disarming gesture, designed to make her seem harmless. "I’m not a techie. I just plugged in a drive when he went to the bathroom. A man was talking to me in an earpiece the whole time. He walked me through the commands. 'Type this. Press enter. Wait for the green light.' I was just the fingers."

She looked at me, her eyes pleading again, but this time with a different angle—honesty. Or a simulation of it.

"I swear. I didn't know it was about you. I didn't know about the framing. I just thought it was corporate theft. When I saw the news... about the shooting... I got scared. I tried to run. That’s why these two showed up."

She pointed at the men on the floor with her cigarette.

I watched her. She was good. She was mixing truth with lies, creating a cocktail that was hard to separate.

"You're lying," I said. I stepped closer, looming over her. "You know who hired you. You know who sent these men to kill you."

“I can’t tell you that.”

"Give us the name," I said. "And we walk you out of here. We protect you."

She laughed. It was a bitter, broken sound.

"Protect me?" She looked at the two massive men tied up on the floor. "You can't protect me. You don't know what he is."

"Who?" I demanded. "Is it the Russian?"

She closed her eyes. She swallowed hard, her throat clicking dryly.

"I can't," she whispered. "I can't... he knows where she goes to school."

"Who?"

"My daughter," she choked out. "He sent me a picture of her. Walking into her kindergarten. If I talk... he kills her."

"We can get to her first," Hadley said urgently. "Where is she?"

Elena looked at Hadley. There was a moment of profound, crushing sadness in her eyes. The mask was gone completely now. There was nothing left but a mother who had run out of moves.

"No," she said softly. "You can't."

She moved.

It was a blur. She reached into the pocket of her trench coat.

"Don't!" I shouted.

I drew the Sig from my waistband. I didn't aim for center mass. I aimed for the shoulder, just to stop the motion.

Bang.

The shot deafened us in the small room. The bullet tore through her left bicep.

She screamed, but she didn't stop. The impact spun her, but her right hand was already moving.

She didn't pull a weapon from her coat. She lunged for the floor by the dresser where the assassin’s suppressed pistol had slid during the fight.

She grabbed it.

I raised my gun to shoot again, to hit her leg, to drop her.

But she didn't turn the gun on me. She didn't turn it on Hadley.

She jammed the muzzle under her own chin.

Her eyes met mine. There was no hesitation. No second thoughts. Just the absolute certainty that her death was the only thing that could save her child.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. “He’ll just send more agents… I can’t.”

Thwump.

The suppressed shot was a soft, wet cough.

Elena Corves collapsed backward onto the plastic tarp that had been laid out for her. The blood pooled instantly, dark and fast, sliding over the translucent sheeting.

Silence slammed back into the room, heavy and suffocating.

I lowered my gun. My ears were ringing. The smell of ammonia was gone, replaced by the copper tang of fresh blood and the sulfur of gunpowder.

Hadley stood frozen, her hand over her mouth, staring at the woman who had chosen the only exit she had left.

We had found the honey pot. We had found the link. And now, she was just another ghost in a room full of them.

“Hadley,” I said slowly.

“God—oh, dear God… What the hell!” Hadley was saying, clutching at her head with trembling hands.

But my eyes were on the two men laying on the ground.

“You heard what she said,” I murmured.

“What?” snapped Hadley.

“Agents. Not hitmen. Not killers. Not Russians. She said, he’ll just send more agents…”

“So?”

I knelt beside the man with the broken nose and frisked him with the cold efficiency of a coroner. There were no prison tattoos on his neck, no flashy gold chains, and no cash in his pockets to make a getaway.

But it was the details that screamed something familiar.

His suit was a charcoal Brooks Brothers off-the-rack—chosen because it was forgettable—but the jacket lining had been reinforced with ballistic nylon to stop a concealed weapon from printing. I checked his shoes: expensive leather oxfords, but the leather soles had been replaced with non-slip Vibram tactical rubber. It was a specific modification done by a cobbler on M Street in Georgetown, a secret handshake among the Special Activities Division.

I pulled his pistol from the floor—a Sig Sauer P229, completely sterile, the serial numbers removed not by a grinder in a garage, but acid-etched by a laser in a lab. These weren't Russian mobsters. They were coworkers.

“CIA,” I said quietly. “This isn’t the Russians. Someone bought and paid for this with American tax dollars.” I stood up, looking from the unconscious operators to the dead woman on the bed, calculating the sheer logistical weight required to put them all in this room.

To field a specialized wet-work team like this, to hire a high-end freelancer like Elena, to stage a false-flag terror cell deep in the bayou—that wasn't just ambition; that was empire-building.

What about the shootings in California? What about the St. James massacre? The Russians in the swamp.

Money, intent, resources… Connections…

Bobby Vane was a child with a keyboard, and Doyle was a bureaucrat who hyperventilated over budget overruns. Neither of them had the juice to sanction a domestic hit squad or wipe a digital footprint this clean.

We were looking for someone who treated the black budget like a personal checking account. Someone with the reach to turn the Agency’s own immune system against itself. This was someone with real clout, real resources, and a motivation deep enough to scorch the earth.

Someone who didn't just want us dead—they wanted to burn both of us out of history.


Chapter 25: Jonathan

The flight back to Louisiana had passed in silence, both Hadley and I burdened under the weight of our discovery.

Someone powerful at the CIA was involved. We were both in more danger than ever. We had targets painted in big red brushstrokes on our backs.

Now, though, I took a moment to breathe.

I stood outside the glass partition of the ICU, looking like a man who spent his days worrying about bunions and ingrown toenails.

I was wearing a white lab coat I’d lifted from a laundry cart on the loading dock. The nametag clipped to the pocket read Dr. J. P. Prewitt, Podiatry. It was a size too small across the shoulders, and the sleeves stopped an inch above my wrists, pinching my arms. Tradecraft isn't about the fit; it's about the attitude.

If you walk fast, look annoyed, and carry a clipboard, you can walk into the Pentagon and steal the nuclear football.

In theory.

But right now, I couldn't walk anywhere. I was rooted to the linoleum, staring through the glass, paralyzed by a force no amount of training could counter.

Rosa was awake.

She was propped up against a mountain of pillows, staring at the muted television mounted on the wall. A thick, white bandage wrapped around her jaw, stark against her olive skin. Her face, usually so full of light and motion, was swollen, bruised a sickly yellow-purple that faded into the dark circles under her eyes. Her hair was matted against her forehead, devoid of the life I remembered.

She looked nothing like the polished, pristine beauty of Elena Corves. Elena was a diamond—cold, hard, flawless. Rosa was the earth the diamond came from. She was real. She was warm. And seeing her like this cracked something deep inside my chest.

I thought about Hadley, waiting in the car three blocks away. Hadley, who had turned herself into a fortress of solitude, barricading her heart behind walls of sarcasm and data encryption. She was lonely, a loneliness she had curated for efficiency.

I had done the same thing, hadn't I? I had left Rosa months ago. I told myself it was for her safety. I told myself that men like me—men who know the breaking point of a hyoid bone and how to hotwire an ambulance—don't get to have Sunday morning pancakes. I left to keep the violence away from her doorstep.

And all I’d done was leave the door unlocked for it to walk right in.

Rosa turned her head. Her eyes found me through the glass.

I froze. She stared, stunned, as if she couldn’t believe her eyes.

She blinked, opened them again. Then she actually checked her monitors, as if to see that they were working, that she wasn’t hallucinating.

I gave an awkward little wave.

She hesitantly waved back, delicate fingers uncurling then closing again.

Part of me—the survivalist part, the part that had just fought a hit squad in a hotel room—screamed at me to walk away. She’s alive. That’s enough. Go. Every second you stand here, you put a target on her back. Half the federal agencies in the country were currently looking for a bearded man traveling with a fugitive analyst.

But then I remembered the porch.

The memory hit me with the force of a physical blow. The smell of rotting cedar and fresh rain. I was replacing the steps on her bungalow, sweating through a t-shirt, sawdust clinging to my arms. Rosa had come out, not to nag, but to sit.

She’d handed me a glass of water with squeezed lemon and ice. No sugar. She remembered I hated sweet things—they make my teeth ache. She just sat there on the step above me, talking about her shift, interrupting herself to run inside when Tony scraped his knee or Maya needed a juice box.

It was the most boring, mundane, beautiful afternoon of my life. I had walked away from that because I thought I was poison.

I felt a strange sensation in my chest. It felt like a thawing. Or maybe a hemorrhage.

I sighed, adjusting the stolen stethoscope around my neck. Here goes nothing. It felt easier to kick down a door into a room full of armed Russians than to open this one.

I pushed the door open. The air inside smelled of antiseptic and betadine.

She watched me come in. Her eyes were wide.

I stopped at the foot of the bed. I gripped the plastic railing until my knuckles turned white. I opened my mouth. She opened hers. She was still staring at me as if she thought I was a hallucination.

"I—"

"You—"

We both stopped.

"Sorry," I said.

"No, I—" she started again.

We stopped again. A nervous, jagged laugh escaped her lips, then cut off sharply as she winced, her hand flying to her bandaged jaw.

I stepped closer, tactical assessments evaporating. I was just a man looking at the woman he had failed.

"You got shot," I said. It was a stupid thing to say.

She nodded slowly, her eyes filling with water. "I did."

"What happened?"

"It was horrible," she whispered. Her voice was raspy, weak. Her hand moved from her jaw to her throat. “What—what are you doing here?”

“I heard you were hurt. What happened?”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too.” She tried to smile but winced.

“So what happened?” I tried for the third time.

She sighed. “It was awful…” She stared off, and for a moment I didn’t think she was going to say anything more. But then she spoke, “I… I heard the pops. Like firecrackers. I grabbed Maya. I told her to hide.”

Her eyes suddenly went wide. Panic spiked on the heart monitor, the beep-beep-beep accelerating into a frantic rhythm. She tried to push herself up, the IV lines pulling taut.

"The kids," she gasped. "Tony was at a birthday party. I was supposed to pick him up. Where are they? Who has them?"

"Hey," I said, stepping quickly to the side of the bed. I held up my hands, palms out. "Hey. Look at me. They're safe. They're with your sister. I checked. A motel in Baton Rouge. They’re fine, Rosa. They’re safe. I promise."

She slumped back against the pillows, the fight draining out of her. She closed her eyes, tears leaking out from under the lids.

"My sister," she breathed, her chest heaving. "Okay. Good. She’s... she’s tough."

Silence stretched between us again. But it wasn't the heavy, suffocating silence of the hallway. It was intimate. Heavy with things unsaid.

She reached out her hand. It was trembling slightly.

I looked at it. I was afraid to touch her. I was afraid my hands, which had broken men just an hour ago, would stain her.

But I took it.

Her skin was warm, calloused from years of scrubbing up for surgery and gardening in the backyard. It grounded me. It felt like coming home after a long, cold war.

"I’ve missed you," I said. My voice cracked. It came out husky, stripped of its usual armor. "God, Rosa. I've missed you."

She squeezed my fingers. A weak grip, but it was there.

"I missed you too," she whispered, looking up at me. "Even if you are wearing a podiatrist’s coat that’s two sizes too small."

I managed a weak smile. "I’m undercover. Very hush-hush foot operations.”

I smiled but the expression faded. “One thing," I said slowly. “I was told you were shot while applying pressure to a victim on the levy. I… Why did you go back out there, Rosa? The shooter was still active."

She looked at me, her brow furrowing, not with fear, but with genuine confusion. It was as if I’d asked her why she decided to inhale oxygen.

“A teenager was hit," she said, her voice raspy. "He was bleeding out, Jonathan. The arterial spray... I could see it from where I was with Maya."

"You could have died," I said, my voice tight. "You almost did."

"But they were bleeding," she said simply, blinking at me. "I’m a nurse. If I didn't go, they would have died.”

She legitimately didn’t understand the question.

She didn't see it as a choice. To her, it was just physics: Bleeding requires pressure. Suffering requires comfort.

I looked at her, and my heart hammered against my ribs. This was it. This was the thing that terrified me and tethered me to her in equal measure. In my world, survival is a calculation of risk versus reward.

You cut your losses. You stay behind cover.

But Rosa didn't have a tactical bone in her body; she just had an oversized, reckless heart that refused to accept collateral damage. I ran toward gunfire to kill the shooter; she ran toward it to save the victims. I was the sword, and she was the stitch.

Her own daughter had been watching. Could have been orphaned. And I knew how much Rosa loved her children—they were everything to her. But she’d hidden Maya. Kept her daughter safe… then had waded back out into the storm.

Alone.

And looking at her bruised face, witnessing that absolute, unselfish compulsion to heal, I realized I would burn down the entire world just to keep that reckless, beautiful heart beating.

She smiled, but it faded quickly as the shadow of the trauma returned. Her brow furrowed.

"The man," she said softly. “I remember one thing…”

“What’s that?”

“The shooter. He was... odd."

I went very quiet.

"He wasn't just shooting," she said, her eyes losing focus as she stared past me, replaying the nightmare. "He stopped. In the middle of it. He kept touching his ear. Like he had an itch. Or..."

"Or an earpiece," I finished.

She looked at me, nodding. "Yes. He was nodding. Like he was listening to instructions. I felt... I felt like there was someone else. Like he wasn't alone."

I nodded grimly. It tracked. The puppeteer behind all of this. Rosa’s real shooter.

"Thank you," I said. "That helps. It really does.”

“Where…” she trailed off.

“I heard….” I did too.

She’d wanted to ask where I’d been. I’d wanted to ask if it was true she’d left the Ozarks to come looking for me.

But neither of us spoke. She still looked pale, tired.

I squeezed her hand one last time. I wanted to stay. I wanted to pull up a chair and watch her sleep for the next ten years. But the clock was ticking, and the people who did this were still out there.

“Are you leaving again?” She asked quietly.

I stared at Rosa. A lump formed in my throat. I swallowed it. “I… I thought you wanted me too.”

She frowned. “I never wanted you to leave, Jonathan. I told you that.”

“But… your kids. The danger.”

She stared at me, her dark eyes searching mine with a clarity that the painkillers couldn't dull. She shifted her hand, threading her fingers through mine—the fingers of a killer intertwined with the fingers of a healer.

"You think you're the storm, Jonathan," she whispered. "But you're not. You're the shelter.”

"I bring trouble, Rosa. You know I do.”

"Trouble is already here," she said, her voice gaining a little steel. "I work in trauma, Jonathan. I spend twelve hours a day watching what the world does to innocent people. I see the car wrecks, the overdoses, the stray bullets. That darkness? It exists whether you are in my kitchen or not. The difference is, when you're there, I know someone is standing between my family and the door.”

She squeezed my hand.

"I do triage in here," she said, gesturing to the sterile room with her free hand. "I stop the bleeding. I patch the holes. You do the same thing out there. We have the same job, Jonathan. You just work the night shift.”

I looked at her, stunned. I had convinced myself I was a contagion. She was telling me I was the cure.

"Did you..." I hesitated, my voice rough. "Did you really leave the Ozarks to come looking for me? A nurse friend of yours said… I mean, I’m sure she was exaggerating.”

Rosa hesitated. She looked down at the sheets, smoothing a wrinkle with her thumb.

"We... we needed a change," she said simply. “And… I heard you were in trouble.”

She looked back up, a bashful, tentative smile touching the corners of her mouth. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

"But yes," she admitted softly. "I looked. Every time I saw a broad pair of shoulders in a crowd, every time I saw a beat-up truck... I looked. But you're a hard man to find, Jonathan Hunt.”

I leaned in, resting my forehead against hers. I could feel the heat of her skin, the fragile, stubborn pulse of her life beating against mine.

"Well," I whispered. "You found me.”

She closed her eyes and let out a long, shuddering breath, as if she had been holding it for years.

In that moment, the cold, tactical calculus in my brain shifted. The equation changed.

I wasn't running anymore. I wasn't hiding.

Someone was out there pulling the strings. Someone had turned a Christmas party into a shooting gallery.

I couldn't go home to Rosa while I was living in the crosshairs. I couldn't be her future until I buried my past. I was done fighting the puppets. It was time to find the man pulling the strings and wrap them around his throat.

"Rest," I told her, pulling back and kissing her forehead. “I’ve gotta go.”

She looked worried by this, eyes filling with grief.

I quickly added, “Just for a little bit now. I’ll be back. I swear it on everything that matters. I’ll be back.”

“Promise.”

“I…”

“Jonathan,” she said, her hand finding mine. She looked scared now. “Promise me.”


Chapter 26: Jonathan

I swallowed. I don’t think anyone in my life has ever come looking for me before. “I give you my word, Rosa Martinez,” I said softly. “We’re going to find a place. The two of us. The kids. We’re going to get fat and old together. After this, I’m done. I swear it.”

She looked like she almost believed me.

I released her hand. It felt like letting go of a lifeline in open water.

I turned to the door. I hesitated. My hand hovered over the handle.

She was watching me with those sad, dark eyes. The same eyes that had watched me drive away months ago. The eyes that had haunted every hotel room I’d slept in since.

My chest ached with a physical pressure. 

She just smiled. A soft, tired, beautiful smile that forgave me for sins I hadn't even confessed yet.

I nodded, unable to speak past the lump in my throat. I turned and walked out of the room, feeling lighter than I had in years, and heavier with purpose than I had ever been.

I marched up to the security desk near the elevators, my eyes burning but dry. A bored guard was scrolling on his phone.

"You," I barked, channeling my inner surgeon-god complex to cover the tremor in my voice.

He jumped, hiding the phone. "Uh, yes, Doctor?"

"Room 403. Gunshot victim. I want round-the-clock security on her door starting five minutes ago. Nobody in or out unless they have a badge and you’ve checked it twice. Call your supervisor and authorize the overtime. Tell them Dr. Prewitt insisted. If anything happens to her, I will personally see to it that you are guarding a mall kiosk in Duluth."

"Y-yes sir," the guard stammered, reaching for his radio.

I turned and walked away, stripping off the white coat as I hit the stairwell. I dumped it in a trash can on the ground floor and pushed through the emergency exit into the humid afternoon heat.

I pulled the burner phone from my pocket to call Hadley.

Movement.

My eyes snapped to the television screen mounted above the ER intake desk, visible through the sliding glass doors.

BREAKING NEWS flashed in red.

ACTIVE SHOOTER REPORTED AT RIVERWALK OUTLETS.

The chyron scrolled rapidly. Multiple casualties. Police en route. Situation fluid.

My blood ran cold. The Riverwalk was less than two miles away.

I looked at the ER bay.

An ambulance had just backed in. Two paramedics were unloading a stretcher, rushing a cardiac patient inside. The engine was still running. The lights were still flashing.

I looked at the ambulance. I looked at the traffic jammed on Convention Center Boulevard.

The cops would have the perimeter locked down by the time I got there.

I needed a magic carpet.

I broke into a sprint.

I bypassed the paramedics as they pushed the stretcher through the doors. I vaulted into the driver’s seat of the ambulance.

"Hey!" one of them shouted, turning around. "Hey, what the hell are you—"

I slammed the door and threw the heavy rig into drive.

I hit the siren. The wail was deafening, a sonic blast that parted the sea of cars ahead of me.

I floored it. The diesel engine roared, and the heavy box truck lurched forward, jumping the curb to bypass a stopped taxi.

I wasn't running away this time. I was running toward the fire.

Someone was directing these shooters. Someone with power. Someone with resources. Someone at the CIA who wanted to burn the world down to hide their tracks.

But this time, I wasn't going to let the shooter kill himself.

I gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white, as I wove through the intersection against a red light.

I was going to take him alive. And then, the Q&A session would begin.


Chapter 27: Doyle

Branch Chief Harrison Doyle was sweating through his immaculately pressed shirt, and the air conditioning in his office was set to sixty-eight degrees.

He paced the length of his office—twelve steps from the fake mahogany desk to the window overlooking the tree line of Langley, Virginia. He turned, walked back. Twelve steps. Turn. Walk back.

In his hand, his cell phone was slippery with perspiration. He hit redial for the fifteenth time in ten minutes.

“You have reached the voicemail of... Bobby Vane. I’m currently creating the future. Leave a message.”

"Pick up, you arrogant little shit," Doyle hissed, slamming the phone down on his desk.

On the wall-mounted flat screen, the news channel was muted, but the headlines screamed loud enough.

ACTIVE SHOOTER AT RIVERWALK OUTLETS, NEW ORLEANS.

ORIGIN: INDUSTRIAL SECTOR. MULTIPLE CASUALTIES.

The camera footage was shaky—a helicopter shot zooming in on the sprawling complex by the Mississippi River. Smoke was billowing from a chemical processing plant directly behind the mall, a black smudge against the blue sky, while blue lights swarmed the retail parking lot.

The shooting had started at a manufacturing plant then moved to a retail strip. It was still ongoing.

Doyle felt a cold knot of nausea in his gut. This was out of control. And Hadley Grace—his analyst, his problem—was right in the middle of it. 

The heavy oak door to his office didn't open; it flew inward.

Doyle spun around. "I have a standing order for no interruptions—"

He stopped.

Three people walked in. They weren't his staff. They weren't analysts carrying coffee. They were sharks in charcoal gray.

Two men, built like linebackers, flanked a woman who walked with the kind of aggressive velocity that usually preceded a firing squad. Even indoors, under the fluorescent lights of the CIA headquarters, she wore oversized black sunglasses.

Doyle hated her instantly. He hated the cut of her jacket, he hated the way she didn't break stride, and he hated the fact that she made him feel small in his own office.

"Harrison Doyle?" she asked. It wasn't a question. It was an accusation.

"Who the hell are you?" Doyle demanded, trying to muster some authority, pulling his blazer closed to hide the sweat stains. "This is a secured floor. You can't just—"

"Special Agent in Charge Evelyn Karr," she said, flashing a badge that looked heavy enough to crack a skull. "Office of the Inspector General. We’re taking control of this office, Mr. Doyle. Step away from the desk."

"The IG?" Doyle laughed, a nervous, high-pitched sound. "You’re joking. On what grounds? I’m in the middle of a critical operation—"

"We know," Karr said. She finally took off her sunglasses, revealing eyes that were cold, blue, and utterly unimpressed. "An analyst under your direct supervision—Hadley Grace—has been positively identified in connection with the breakout of a high-value detainee from a black site in Las Vegas. And now, intelligence suggests she is coordinating the terror attacks currently unfolding in Louisiana."

Doyle felt the blood drain from his face. "That’s... that’s preposterous. Grace is a rogue element. I issued the burn notice myself! I’ve been trying to bring her in!"

"The Director doesn't see it that way," Karr said, her voice like ice water. “The director sees a Branch Chief who lost control of his assets. A failure of leadership that is currently body-bagging civilians on national television."

She nodded to the two linebackers.

"Secure him."

"You can't do this!" Doyle shouted as one of the men grabbed his arm. He twisted away, knocking a stack of files to the floor. "I have tenure! I have clearance! You can't arrest me for the actions of a psychotic subordinate!"

"Stop resisting, Harrison," Karr said, bored. "It’s undignified."

"Get your hands off me!" Doyle roared, struggling as the zip-ties cinched around his wrists. He kicked at the desk, red-faced and sputtering. "This is a mistake! I need to make a call! Get me the Director! Get me Legal!"

Ding.

The elevator doors down the hall slid open.

Doyle looked up, desperate for a witness, an ally, anyone.

Bobby Vane stumbled out.

He looked like he’d been dragged backward through a hedge. His usually immaculate hair was wild, his designer shirt was rumpled and stained, and his eyes were darting around the hallway like a trapped animal. He was panting, clutching his side.

"Bobby!" Doyle screamed, lunging forward against the restraint of the agents. "Bobby, tell them!"

Vane froze. He saw the OIG agents. He saw Doyle in cuffs. He looked like he was about to vomit.

"Tell them about Grace!" Doyle shouted, straining. "Tell them she’s gone off the reservation! Tell them I had nothing to do with this!"

Karr turned slowly. She looked at the disheveled tech genius, raising a perfectly sculpted eyebrow.

"Robert Vane," she said. "We were just coming for you."

The agents swarmed him.

Vane didn't fight. He didn't argue. He just collapsed against the wall, sliding down until he hit the carpet. He looked terrified.

"I... I saw them," he whispered, holding his hands up in surrender.

"Who?" Karr asked, stepping closer.

"Hadley," Vane stammered. "And the... the giant. The one from the footage."

Doyle stopped struggling. He stared at his subordinate. "You saw them? When?"

"Last night," Vane said, his voice trembling. "They broke into my apartment. They tied me up. They..." He swallowed hard, looking up at Karr. "They stole my car. And they took my phone."

Karr’s eyes narrowed. "Your personal device?"

"Yes," Vane nodded frantically. "It has my biometric keys. My tracking data."

"Grace is an analyst. She knows that makes them a beacon."

Vane shook his head, looking down at his expensive Italian loafers.

"They... they needed it," he murmured. "To locate... someone. A contact."

"What contact?" Karr pressed.

Vane hesitated. He looked at Doyle, then at Karr. He puffed out his chest slightly, a flicker of his old arrogance cutting through the fear.

"Hadley is a CIA analyst," he said, clearing his throat. "But she... she doesn't think straight where I'm concerned."

"Excuse me?" Karr asked.

"She thinks she has me figured out," Vane murmured, shaking his head with a look of tragic pity. "She’s obsessed with my work. With me. She probably kept the phone just to... just to have a piece of me. She’s probably just in love with me. It’s sad, really."

Doyle stared at him, mouth agape. The man was delusional.

Karr didn't blink. She didn't laugh. She just nodded to her team.

"If they have the phone, we have a lock," she said into her radio. "Triangulate the signal for Robert Vane’s device. Get a tactical team to the location. Now."

She looked down at Vane, then over at Doyle.

"Take them both," Karr said. "And get someone to clean up this office. It smells like sweat.”


Chapter 28: Jonathan

The shooting was ongoing.

I ditched the ambulance near the freight loading docks on the south side of the Riverwalk complex. 

The first few cruisers were on site, setting up a perimeter at the main entrance, weapons drawn behind open car doors. They were following protocol: contain, wait for SWAT, don't create a hostage situation.

It was a good protocol for minimizing police casualties. It was a terrible protocol for the people bleeding out inside.

I wasn't there to contain. I was there to intercept.

I slipped through an unlocked service door near the dumpsters, entering the labyrinth of service corridors behind the retail facades. The concrete hallway was dimly lit.

I heard the shots then.

CRACK. CRACK. CRACK-CRACK-CRACK.

Rifle fire. Indoors. It sounded deafening, the acoustics of the mall amplifying the violence.

I moved toward the sound. I burst through a set of swinging double doors and slid to a stop.

I was in the back of an G&N. The world had gone insane.

The fire alarm was shrieking—a rhythmic, piercing blast that made thought difficult. Strobe lights flashed from the ceiling, turning the sprawling clothing store into a disorienting, stop-motion nightmare.

The air was hazy with smoke from a small fire near the register where a clothing rack had ignited.

The floor was a slick of shattered glass from the storefront windows and fallen display cases. Mannequins were toppled over, limbs scattered like dismembered bodies.

And among the fake bodies were real ones.

Three people were down near the entrance. Motionless. Beyond them, the mall concourse was a killing field of overturned tables and scattered shopping bags.

I saw movement near the denim section. Not the shooter. A victim.

A young woman, maybe twenty years old, wearing the store's employee lanyard. She was propped against a display table, her complexion gray in the flashing strobe light.

She was trying to hold her thigh. A dark, glossy pool was spreading rapidly beneath her on the white tile floor.

Arterial bleed. Femoral.

The hunter part of my brain screamed at me to keep moving. The shooter was active. Every second I stopped was a second he had to kill someone else or get himself killed by the cops.

But then I saw her eyes. They were wide, terrified, and dimming fast.

I was the sword, and Rosa was the stitch.

I cursed under my breath and slid across the blood-slicked floor to her side.

"Look at me," I commanded, my voice cutting through the alarm blare.

Her eyes rolled toward me, unfocused. "Am I... am I gonna die?"

"Not today," I lied. Or maybe it wasn't a lie. It was a promise.

I saw the wound. A through-and-through shot high on her thigh. The blood wasn't oozing; it was pumping in bright red jets with every beat of her failing heart. She had minutes, maybe less.

I didn't have a trauma kit. I had to improvise.

I reached up and ripped a thick leather belt from a pair of jeans on the display rack.

"This is going to hurt more than being shot," I told her flatly. "Scream if you want. But don't move."

I looped the belt high around her thigh, near the groin, above the wound. I cinched it down. The bleeding slowed but didn't stop. Not tight enough.

I needed a windlass. I grabbed a metal clothing hanger, twisted it until it snapped into a short, stiff rod. I shoved it under the belt and started twisting.

One turn. She gasped.

Two turns. She screamed—a ragged, high-pitched sound that tore at my eardrums.

Three turns. The belt bit deep into her flesh, crushing muscle and artery against the femur bone.

The bright red jet turned into an ooze. Then it stopped.

I tucked the end of the hanger into the belt to secure it.

"You did good," I said, wiping blood from my hands onto my jeans. "The police are outside. They'll be here soon. Stay awake. Do not close your eyes."

She nodded weakly, gripping my wrist with a strength born of pure terror.

"Thank you," she whispered.

I pulled my hand away. It felt like leaving Rosa in that hospital room all over again.

"Stay awake," I repeated.

Then I stood up and let the hunter take over.

I moved deeper into the store. The shop was a tactical nightmare—a maze of high clothing racks, mirrored columns that created false movement everywhere, and the blinding strobes destroying depth perception.

I stalked through the children's section. The smell of burnt gunpowder was stronger here.

I heard him.

He wasn't shooting. He was talking.

"...locked. The back door is locked. You said it would be open."

The voice was young, male, vibrating with panic.

I moved toward it, using a mirrored pillar to check the corner of the lingerie section.

I saw him.

Another kid. Chubby, Asian, acne, patchy beard. His forehead slick with sweat. His chest rising and falling as if he’d just completed a workout. He was wearing a tactical vest over a faded gaming t-shirt. He held an AR-15 style rifle, but he held it awkwardly, the sling tangled around his arm.

He was standing near the emergency exit at the back of the store, kicking the crash bar repeatedly. It didn't budge. 

He had one hand pressed to his ear.

"They're outside," the shooter yelled at the invisible handler. "I can hear the sirens! You said I'd have a route out! What do I do?"

He listened for a moment. His face crumpled.

"No," he whimpered. "No, I can't... I don't want to..."

The handler was telling him to finish the mission. To eat the gun. They needed him dead so he couldn't talk.

I stepped out from behind the pillar.

"Hey," I said. My voice was boom-loud in the sudden quiet between alarm blasts.

He spun around. He saw me—a big man covered in someone else's blood, eyes like flint.

Panic took over. He didn't aim. He just pointed the rifle in my general direction and yanked the trigger.

I stepped back behind the pillar.

BANG-BANG-BANG-BANG.

The rounds went high and wide. They shredded a display of puffer jackets, filling the air with an explosion of white goose down that drifted like snow in the strobe lights.

Mirrors shattered around me. I didn't flinch. I just watched his finger on the trigger, reflected in one of the mirrors. He was dumping the magazine in blind terror.

The bolt locked back. Let him hear the sound of his own death.

Click.

His eyes went wide.

I moved around the pillar again.

I closed the gap between us before he could figure out how to drop the empty magazine.

He tried to swing the rifle like a bat. I stepped inside the arc, jamming my forearm into his chest, stopping his momentum.

I grabbed the rifle barrel with my left hand, wrenching it down and away. With my right hand, I grabbed his trigger hand, engulfing it.

I didn't punch him. I didn't slam him into the wall. I needed him conscious. I needed him talking. But I needed to make sure he never picked up a weapon again.

I isolated his trigger finger—the index finger on his right hand. I bent it backward.

There’s a specific angle where the tendons snap and the bone gives way. I found it.

CRACK.

The shooter screamed—a sound entirely different from the girl with the tourniquet. This was the scream of a bully who had suddenly realized he was the smallest thing in the room.

He dropped to his knees, cradling his ruined hand. The rifle clattered to the floor.

I kicked the weapon away, sliding it under a rack of clearance sweaters.

I grabbed the shooter by the front of his tactical vest and hauled him up, slamming him against the chained emergency door.

"The earpiece," I snarled, getting into his face. "Is he still on the line?"

The shooter was sobbing, snot running down his face, staring at his finger which was bent at a sickening ninety-degree angle.

"My hand! You broke my hand!"

I grabbed his ear, ripping the small, flesh-colored bud out.

I put it to my own ear.

Silence.

A faint static hiss. Then... click. The line went dead. The Handler had heard the scream. He knew the asset was compromised.

"He hung up on you, kid," I said, dropping the earpiece and crushing it under my boot. "He locked the door, told you to kill yourself, and then he hung up. You were just meat to him. What’s your name.”

“Yillian. Please… I… I was… the herd. The cattle in their chutes… the…”

“Shut up, Lillian.”

“I said Yillian.”

“And I said shut up.”

The kid stared at me, the adrenaline fading, replaced by the crushing reality of what he’d done and where he was.

Behind me, at the front of the store, I heard glass crunching under heavy boots. Voices shouting.

"POLICE! DROP IT! GET ON THE GROUND!"

The cavalry had finally arrived. Now the tricky part: not getting shot by the good guys while holding the bad guy they wanted dead.


Chapter 29: Jonathan

The cops still hadn’t breached our section of the retail space. I could see their reflections through the glass windows dividing the clothing store from one of the perfume shops. They were moving in the walkway between the two, vaguely visible against the opaque glass which wore golden lettering, announcing what had once been a high-end boutique.

They continued shouting as they moved through the perfume store. Ours was next.

But the cavalry wasn’t on my side. I had a BOLO out on me. A shoot-to-kill order according to Bobby Vane.

I needed Lillian alive and talking, and I needed to vanish.

“POLICE! HANDS! SHOW ME YOUR HANDS!”

The voices were overlapping, a cacophony of shouting from the front of the store. The heavy thud-thud-thud of boots on the tiled floor vibrated through the soles of my shoes.

They were in the breach phase: flooding the zone, overwhelming the senses with noise and light to force a freeze response.

It works on ninety-nine percent of the population. We had seconds before they came. I needed time.

I grabbed Yillian. He was cradling his broken hand, snot running down his face, hyperventilating. He was vibrating with a frequency that suggested he was about to scream.

If he screamed, the tactical team would zero in on our location in the back corner of the store.

I looked at the locked back door. Steel frame. Heavy chain. Impassable without a torch or a shotgun.

But the wall next to it? Commercial drywall. Two sheets of gypsum board on flimsy metal studs.

I grabbed a heavy, circular clothing rack loaded with denim jackets. I tipped it onto its side, grabbing the weighted steel base like a battering ram.

"Move," I snarled at Yillian.

I drove the base of the rack into the wall.

CRUNCH.

Dust plumed. The drywall crumbled. I hit it again. And again. A hole opened up—jagged, dark, leading into the service chase behind the store. It looked like a desperate exit route.

Perfect.

"We... we go through there?" Yillian stammered, wiping mucus on his sleeve.

"No," I said. "That’s where they’ll think we went.”

I grabbed a male mannequin from a display. I stripped Yillian’s tactical vest off him—he whined as I yanked his arms—and strapped it onto the plastic torso. I propped the dummy up behind a display table near the hole I’d just made, angling it so the silhouette would look like a shooter taking cover.

I grabbed Yillian’s rifle. I inserted the spare magazine from his pocket.

I aimed high, toward the ceiling near the entrance, and squeezed the trigger.

BANG. BANG.

Just a few more seconds. They’d be more cautious in the face of live rounds.

I spotted a helmeted head duck back behind the open doorway of opaque glass.

"CONTACT FRONT!" a cop screamed. "SHOTS FIRED! SHOTS FIRED!”

The advancing line of police froze, dropping behind cover. The suppression bought me seconds.

I turned to Yillian. “Up."

I pointed to the ceiling. Commercial retail spaces are boxes inside of boxes. The drop ceiling hangs four feet below the actual roof deck—the "plenum space" used for HVAC and wiring. It connects everything.

I dragged two heavy display tables together, stacking a smaller nesting table on top to create a crude staircase.

"Climb," I ordered.

Yillian looked at the rickety tower of furniture. He looked at his broken finger. He looked at his gut, which hung over his belt.

"I can't," he wailed. "I can't climb that! It hurts! You broke my hand!”

He was crying now. Wet, hitching sobs of a child who has realized the game isn't fun anymore.

I stared at him, and my skin crawled.

A memory flashed, sharp and acidic. Kandahar, 2014. A high-value target extraction. I had to carry a warlord out of a burning compound while taking fire. The man was a monster—he kept "tea boys," children he abused and discarded. I knew what he was. I knew he deserved a bullet in the brain pan. But the mission required him alive for intel.

I remembered the smell of him—rose oil and unwashed skin—as I threw him over my shoulder. I remembered the bile in my throat. I remembered compartmentalizing the rage, locking it in a box so I could do the job.

The mission is the asset. The morality is for later.

I looked at Yillian. He was the same. A pathetic, murderous waste of carbon. But he was the only road that led back to Rosa. Whoever was behind him, whoever had started all of this wouldn’t stop until they tied off every loose end. That included Hadley. It certainly included me.

Someone at CIA—someone with power, influence, means and meanness.

I had spent three months counting tiles in a black site. I had lost two years of my life running. And Rosa had left her home, uprooted her children, and come to this swamp to find me.

That fact hit me harder than any bullet. She wanted to be with me.

I wasn't going to let this sobbing incel ruin that.

“If you’re not climbing," I said, grabbing him by the back of his shirt, "you're luggage.”

I spun him around. I dropped my shoulder and drove into his midsection.

He was heavy—two hundred and sixty pounds of doughy, dead weight. He smelled of onion sweat and fear.

I grunted, firing my glutes, and hoisted him up. The bullet wound in my chest from three months ago flared hot, a tearing sensation in the scar tissue.

I ignored it.

I climbed the tables. The wood creaked ominously under our combined weight—nearly half a ton of meat and bone.

"Let me go!" Yillian shrieked, kicking his legs weakly. "You're hurting me! I'm going to tell them! I'll tell them you did it!”

I reached the top table. I was unsteady, swaying.

I punched a ceiling tile out with my fist. Darkness yawned above us. The smell of dust and fiberglass drifted down.

The cops were regrouping. “Flashbangs—go!” Someone shouted. Seconds.

"Grab the truss!" I shouted. "The metal beam! Grab it!”

Yillian reached up with his good hand. He grabbed the steel joist. But his hands were slick with sweat and snot. He slipped.

"I can't hold it!” He moaned. 

He was sliding off my shoulder. If he fell, he'd break a leg, and the game was over.

I grabbed a pair of grey sweatpants from the display table next to my head. I ripped the drawstring out with my teeth.

"Give me your hands.”

“No!"

I didn't ask again. I grabbed his wrists—the good one and the broken one. I shouldered him like a backpack. He screamed as I cinched the cord tight, binding his hands together round my neck.

"Shut up," I hissed.

He sobbed, his face inches from the back of my head. "You're dead! My handler is going to kill you! She’s going to burn you alive! I'm important! I’m—"

I didn't have time for the manifesto.

I shifted my weight. I freed my right hand. 

I didn't throw a punch; there was no room. I drove a short, chop-style strike into the vagus nerve on the side of his neck, jabbing my thumb over my shoulder, backwards.

It’s a biological off-switch.

Yillian’s eyes rolled back. His legs went slack. The screaming stopped, replaced by the heavy, snoring breath of the unconscious.

Now he was a sack of potatoes. A very heavy sack of potatoes.

Below me, I saw movement at the front of the store. A black helmet peeked around a pillar.

"I have visual on the suspect!" a cop shouted. "Rear of the store! He's wearing a vest! He's digging in!”

They were looking at the mannequin.

"Flash out!”

I knew what was coming.

I shoved Yillian’s head and torso into the hole. I grabbed his belt and heaved. My back screamed. My vision spotted. I gritted my teeth so hard I felt a molar crack.

I pushed him up, rolling him onto the metal trusses of the roof deck.

I vaulted up after him just as the canister clattered across the floor tiles below.

BANG.

The flashbang detonated.

Even through the ceiling tiles, the sound was a physical blow, a pressure wave that slammed against my eardrums. The light flared through the cracks in the grid, blindingly white.

I had already opened my mouth to equalize the pressure in my ears. I had squeezed my eyes shut and turned away.

Yillian, unconscious on the metal beams, didn't feel a thing.

"BREACH! BREACH! BREACH!”

The roar of the tactical team filled the store below.

I dragged a replacement tile over the hole, sliding it into the grid. It didn't sit perfectly—there was a half-inch gap—but in the smoke and chaos below, nobody was looking up.

I lay flat on the cold steel beam, pressing my face into the dust. Yillian was draped over the next beam, snoring softly.

Below us, hell broke loose.

"DROP THE WEAPON! DROP IT!”

"HE'S NOT DROPPING IT!”

POP-POP-POP.

Three shots. They lit up the mannequin.

"TARGET DOWN! MOVING TO SECURE!”

There was a pause. A moment of confusion.

"Suspect is... it's a dummy! It's a plastic dummy!”

"Clear left! I have a hole in the wall! He breached the wall! He's in the service corridor!”

"Stack up! Move! Move!”

The stampede of boots thundered past, heading for the hole I’d smashed. They were chasing a ghost into the next building.

I lay in the dark, listening to the dust settle. My heart was hammering a slow, heavy rhythm against the steel.

I looked at Yillian. He drooled onto a bundle of fiber-optic cables.

"Come on, sunshine," I whispered, grabbing his collar. "We have a ride to catch.”

I began the slow, agonizing crawl through the plenum, dragging the weight of my sins and my salvation toward the loading dock.


Chapter 30: Karr

Special Agent in Charge Evelyn Karr measured failure in seconds. Right now, her team was bleeding time.

She stood perfectly still in the center of the mobile command center, her arms crossed over the chest of her charcoal blazer. She watched the primary technician, a man named Mason who had come highly recommended by Cyber Command, typing furiously on his terminal.

"We have a handshake," Mason said, his fingers flying across the backlit mechanical keyboard. The clacking sound was rhythmic, aggressive. "Vane wasn't lying. His phone is still on and active in the cloud. I’m pinging the device now."

Karr stepped closer to the monitor, her shadow falling over the technician. On the screen, a map of New Orleans materialized, overlaid with a spiderweb of cellular triangulation lines.

"Do we have a location?" she asked.

"Acquiring..." Mason leaned in, his eyes widening behind his glasses. "Yes. The signal is strong. It’s not a passive ping; the phone is broadcasting."

A blue dot appeared on the map, pulsing in the French Quarter.

"Got them," Mason said, a grin breaking out on his sweaty face. 

"Narrow the radius," Karr commanded, her voice tightening. "I want a door number."

"Refining now... bringing it down to three meters... two meters..." Mason typed faster. "It looks like they're moving. Westbound on Decatur. I'm syncing with the traffic cameras to get a visual."

It was working. The net was tightening. Karr felt the familiar, cold dopamine hit of the hunt. They had made a mistake. Fatigue made everyone sloppy eventually, even analysts like Grace. Karr glanced at Mason the same way she glanced at a key-fob, assessing him based solely on usefulness. For now, he was functioning adequately.

"I'm pulling the feed," Mason said. "Camera 404. Here we go."

The video window popped open.

Static.

Then, the blue dot on the map flickered. It didn't move west anymore. It jumped.

Suddenly, the single blue dot split into two. Then four. Then a hundred.

In seconds, the map of New Orleans was covered in a swarm of blue dots, pulsing chaotically from the Superdome to the bayou.

"What is that?" Karr asked, her voice dropping a degree.

"It... it's a bounce loop," Mason stammered, his grin vanishing. He hammered the escape key. "She didn't just turn the phone on. She routed the GPS signal through a botnet. It’s mirroring the signal to every cell tower in the parish."

"Filter it," Karr said.

"I'm trying! I'm trying to isolate the host ID!" Mason shouted, sweat beading on his forehead. "Damn it. She embedded a logic bomb. It’s eating the trace. It’s... it’s overwriting Vane’s cloud data."

The screen flashed red, then black.

"It's gone," Mason whispered. "She wiped the phone remotely. The signal... it just vanished."

Karr didn't scream. She didn't slam her fist on the console.

She went perfectly, terrifyingly still.

She looked at Mason not as a human being who had failed, but as a component that had malfunctioned. Her eyes, usually sharp and assessing, glazed over with a flat, reptilian indifference. It was the look of a creature that doesn't feel anger, only the cold binary of useful or useless.

"Try the carrier logs," she said softly.

"I... I already did," Mason said, his voice trembling as he felt her stare boring into the back of his neck. "She spoofed the headers. It looks like the phone is in Tokyo."

"Try the sub-grid."

"Ma'am, it's encrypted. It would take six hours to brute force—"

"Try it," she hissed.

He typed. He failed. The screen remained black.

Karr watched him for three seconds. In those three seconds, she erased him from her team.

She moved.

It wasn't a violent lunge; it was a hydraulic actuation of force. She stepped forward, gripped Mason by the shoulder of his tactical fleece…

She gave him one more chance. Not because she believed in second chances, but because she believed in efficiency.

To Evelyn Karr, mercy was a calculation error—a sentimental redundancy that caused systems to crash. She didn't believe in the blind woman holding the scales; that was poetry for civilians. Her version of justice was a hazmat suit and a flamethrower. It wasn’t about punishment; it was about sterilization. You didn’t hate the virus you were eradicating, and you certainly didn’t pity it. You simply raised the temperature until the pathogen ceased to exist. If that meant burning a few healthy cells along with the infection, that was just the cost of keeping the body alive.

She slept soundly at night.

"Find me something else," she said. Her voice was a flat line. No spikes. No dips.

"I... I can't," Mason stammered, finally swiveling his chair to face her. "Without the device ID active, we're blind. The encryption on the burner networks is—"

Karr moved.

She yanked him out of the chair. He yelped, stumbling.

She didn't let go. She walked him backward, her grip like iron, dragging him past the server racks to the rear door of the van. She unlatched it with one hand, kicked it open, and shoved him out into the humid New Orleans air.

He landed in the gravel, looking up in shock.

"You're relieved," she said.

She slammed the door.

She turned back to the interior of the van. The other technician, a young kid with spiky hair and a piercing ring in his eyebrow, was staring at her, frozen. He hadn't said a word in three hours.

Karr walked to Mason’s empty chair. She pointed a manicured finger at the kid.

"You," she said. "What was it you suggested earlier? The thing Mason told you to shut up about."

The kid swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. "Uh... co-location analysis, ma'am."

"Explain."

"Well," he stammered, fingers hovering over his own keyboard. He glanced at the door that had just opened for his boss. “Is, er, Mason going to…”

“He’s fired. You’re promoted. Congratulations. Continue.”

He blinked, but seemed smart enough to realize stalling now wasn’t the right call. So he continued, stammering, "We know exactly where Bobby Vane was two nights ago when he was assaulted. We have the timestamp of when his biometric locks were breached. If... if Hunt and Grace were there, they might have had their own devices active. Even if they're burners. If I query the NSA database for any unique IMEIs that pinged off the same tower, within three meters of Vane’s phone at that exact second..."

"Do it," Karr ordered.

The kid spun back to his screen. His fingers flew. "Isolating the geofence... filtering out known residents... okay, I have three hits. One is a pizza delivery driver. One is a neighbor. The third... the third is a prepaid burner purchased at a Walmart in Baton Rouge two days prior."

"Track the third one," Karr said.

"Pinging it now," the kid whispered. "It's active. It's... gotcha."

He pulled up a map on the main screen. A red dot pulsed steadily in a sea of grey grid lines.

"Where?" Karr asked.

"Industrial Canal," the kid said, zooming in. "Looks like an abandoned bait shop on the north side. Isolated structure."

Karr nodded once. Her upper lip twitched—the only sign of satisfaction she allowed herself.

"Good work," she said.

She keyed the radio on her shoulder. "Hackett. Front and center."

The side door of the van slid open.

A man stepped in. He had to duck to clear the doorframe. He was dressed in civilian tactical gear—cargo pants, a black t-shirt, no insignia. His face was a roadmap of violence; a jagged scar ran from his temple to his jaw, bisecting an eye that was milky white and blind.

Hackett. A legend in the Special Activities Center. The kind of man the Agency usually retired on a medical discharge, but kept around because he was simply too efficient at killing people to let go.

"We good?" Hackett asked, his voice sounded as pained as his eye looked.

"We have them," Karr said, pointing to the screen. "Bait shop. Twenty minutes out."

Hackett looked at the map, memorizing the ingress routes. "We taking Hadley and Hunt prisoner? Or is this a render-and-interrogate?"

Karr looked at the red dot. She thought about the Director’s orders. She thought about the mess on the news.

"Did you ever work with Jonathan Hunt?" she asked. "Back in the day?"

Hackett shook his head. "Not personally. But I heard of him. He was a Ghost. Supposed to be a good operator."

"But you're better?"

Hackett shrugged. It wasn't arrogance; it was just data. "I have six guys outside who went through the same training he did, and he's tired, wounded, and dragging a civilian. We'll take him." He paused, fixing his one good eye on her. "Alive or dead?"

Karr considered it. She looked at the red dot, pulsing like a heartbeat she needed to stop.

"Dead," she said. "Both of them. And the shooter. No risk."

Hackett didn't question it. He didn't ask about rules of engagement. He just nodded. This was why she liked SAC operators. They didn't see people; they saw problems to be dismantled. Whether it was a terror cell in Yemen or a rogue agent in New Orleans, the mechanics were the same.

"Copy that," Hackett said, turning to leave.

Karr stood there for a moment, the hum of the servers filling the silence. Her mind began to file the paperwork before the shots were even fired.

Legality of a CIA operation on American soil. It was a third rail. But she was already rehearsing the pitch for the Senate Oversight Committee. Exigent circumstances. Imminent threat of a dirty bomb. The local authorities were compromised. We had to act to prevent mass casualties.

Lies. All of it. But lies stamped with "Top Secret" usually became history.

Her phone buzzed. No caller ID.

She picked it up. "Karr."

"Is everything handled?" The voice was smooth, commanding. Director Cassidy Sinclair.

"Yes, ma'am," Karr said, her spine straightening instinctively. "We've found them. We're en route. ETA twenty minutes."

"Good," Sinclair said. "You know what to do, Evelyn. Clean the slate."

"Yes, ma'am."

The line went dead.

Karr pocketed the phone and stepped out of the van into the blinding sunlight.

She climbed into the passenger seat of the lead SUV. She looked into the rearview mirror.

Behind them, the "Kill Car"—a black Suburban with tinted windows three shades too dark to be legal—was idling. The doors opened, and Hackett’s team climbed in. They were big men, moving with a casual, lupine grace. They checked chambers, tightened velcro, and slid into the darkness of the vehicle like sharks slipping into deep water.

The doors slammed shut.

"Go," Karr told her driver.

The convoy peeled out of the parking lot, tires biting into the asphalt, picking up speed as they headed toward the canal. Toward Jonathan Hunt. Toward the end of the line.


Chapter 31: Jonathan

We were holed up in a rusted-out bait shop on the edge of the Industrial Canal, the smell of brine thick in the air. The blinds were drawn, slicing the afternoon sun into dusty ribbons.

Yillian Lee sat in a folding chair in the center of the room, his hands zip-tied behind him, his broken finger splinted with duct tape and a popsicle stick I’d found in the trash. He wasn't crying anymore. Now, he was just sullen, a petulant child who had realized the world didn't care about his tantrum.

Hadley paced in front of him. She was in her element—the BAU profiler dismantling a subject.

"You're pathetic," she said, her voice conversational, almost bored.

She held up her tablet, the screen glowing with a CNN casualty report.

"Five people, Yillian. That's the final count. An old security guard, three tourists, and a grandmother."

Yillian stared at the floor, his jaw working. "I shut the place down. I made them listen."

"You made them annoyed," Hadley corrected, swiping the screen. "Look at the coverage. They aren't talking about your manifesto. They aren't talking about the 'New Dawn.' They're talking about traffic delays. They're calling you a 'disturbed youth.' You didn't become a god, Yillian. You became a nuisance.”

She nodded, popped some gum casually. The casual pissed him off. So she’d kept doing it. Jonathan just watched.

Hadley said, “The other guy killed twenty-four. Actually, I think it’s up to twenty-six now. Two didn’t make it. You? Five.” She grimaced as if embarrassed on his behalf.

Jonathan’s skin crawled, but he kept his mask of indifference in place.

She leaned in, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.

"That doesn't even make the Wikipedia list of top fifty mass shootings. You threw your life away to be a footnote. The guys on the forums? The ones you were trying to impress? They're laughing at you right now. They're calling you a low-tier amateur who couldn't even clear a double-digit kill count with an AR-15."

Yillian’s head snapped up. His eyes were red-rimmed and filled with a hateful, impotent rage.

"It wasn't supposed to end like that!" he spat. "The door was locked! She... the voice said I’d have a route! I was supposed to have time!"

"You were a tool," Hadley said, sneering. "A dull, disposable tool."

Yillian writhed in the chair, the plastic ties creaking. "I am a soldier! I am—"

"You're a loser," I interrupted.

I stepped out of the shadows. I held a filet knife I’d found on the cleaning table. The blade was thin, flexible, and razor-sharp. I ran my thumb along the flat of the steel.

"She wants to talk to you about your feelings," I said, my voice dropping an octave, rumbling in the small room. "I don't care about your feelings. I care about the name of the person on the other end of that earpiece."

I stepped closer. Yillian shrank back, pressing his spine against the chair.

"I... I told you," he stammered. "I don't know a name! It was digital! Encrypted!"

"Then you're useless to me," I said, taking another step. "And I don't carry dead weight."

"Wait!" Yillian shrieked, panic cracking his voice. "Wait, I—"

"Quiet," Hadley snapped. She held up a hand in my direction, giving me the faintest nod. I backed off slowly, playing the role of the menacing brute who wanted to peel the suspect’s skin.

Wasn’t a hard role to play.

She rubbed her temples, her fingers digging into the grey, papery skin around her eyes. She looked like a ghost that had been dragged through a swamp.

Her hair, usually sharp and professional, was stringy and matted with sweat, hanging in limp curtains around a face that was gaunt with exhaustion. She was running on caffeine fumes and spite, trembling slightly with the kind of bone-deep fatigue that makes lesser people collapse.

But she didn't collapse. She calibrated.

I watched her eyes flick over Yillian. She wasn't looking at the broken finger or the restraints. She was looking at the way he held his chin up, the way he kept glancing at the silent television in the corner. She was dissecting him, peeling back the layers of his psyche with the cold precision of a surgeon. She knew exactly what kind of creature he was. 

I thought about the pilot, Jacob, and the way he had looked at her in the cabin of the Gulfstream. I thought about his daughter, Julie, and the six months Hadley had spent burning her career to the ground to find a girl she’d never met.

Hadley Grace was a pain in the ass. She was a nicotine-addicted narcissist with a God complex and a personality that could strip paint. But standing there in the dusty light of the bait shop, staring down a monster, I realized why Jacob loved her. I realized why I was following her.

Conviction.

There were very few people left in the world who actually believed in the weight of things. People who would flip over every rock, not for the paycheck, but because the rock needed to be flipped. She was utterly, terrifyingly relentless. She was the storm that didn't stop until it hit the coast.

"You're waiting for the breaking news banner," she said softly, her voice raspy. "You want to see your name. You want to see the high score."

Yillian didn't answer, but his eyes widened slightly. A hit.

"You think you changed the world today," she muttered, walking past him toward the television crate. "You think you're the lead story."

She reached out a trembling hand and pressed the power button.

"Let's see what the world thinks of you, Yillian."

She walked to the small television sitting on a crate in the corner and turned up the volume.

The anchor’s voice filled the small room, smooth and practiced in its delivery of horror. She was drawing a grim line between the two tragedies, comparing the body counts like sports statistics. The Riverwalk shooting was being framed as the "lesser" echo of the Christmas Eve massacre in St. James Parish—a terrifying aftershock, but not the main quake.

"While the death toll stands at five," the anchor noted gravely, "authorities are relieved it did not reach the catastrophic levels seen just ninety-six hours ago on the levee." The screen shifted to a memorial graphic. IN MEMORIAM. Five faces floated in blue boxes, smiling from a time before they were targets.

Arthur Boudreaux, a sixty-two-year-old security guard with a white mustache. A young couple from Ohio on their honeymoon. A grandmother holding a cat.

I stared at the face of the youngest victim, a girl with braces who couldn't have been more than sixteen. I felt a heavy, molten stone settle in my gut. It wasn't just anger; it was a debt. These weren't statistics or collateral damage for some shadow war. They were people who had woken up this morning expecting to go home.

I looked at their smiles, frozen in pixels, and etched them into the black ledger I kept in the back of my mind. Someone was going to pay for those five faces. They were going to pay with interest.

Suddenly, the screen shifted.

Hadley went still. I noticed her finger tense on the remote as if preparing to click away just in case.

"Breaking news," the anchor said. "We are going live to Langley for a statement from the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency."

I froze. Hadley stopped pacing. We both turned to the grainy screen.

A woman stood behind a podium with the CIA seal. She was immaculate. Silver hair cut in a severe bob, a tailored suit that projected absolute authority, and eyes that were calm, intelligent, and utterly cold.

Director Cassidy Sinclair.

"My fellow Americans," Sinclair began, her voice smooth and commanding, echoing through the tinny speakers. "It is with a heavy heart that I confirm the identities of the domestic terrorists responsible for the attacks in Louisiana. We have identified a rogue element within our own ranks—former analyst Hadley Grace, and a disgraced paramilitary contractor, Jonathan Hunt.”

I just stared at the screen. Typical political appointees. Typical bureaucrats.

Yillian was watching the screen, eager delight in his eyes. The Director was talking about his activities. That made him a big deal in his mind. But… there was something else in his gaze as he stared at the screen. 

Hadley was shaking like a leaf now. The exhaustion, the toll was finally catching up. Hadley’s face went pale. "She's burning us. She's burning the whole house down.”

I grunted once. Being burned was a Friday. But I felt bad for Hadley—this was her first rodeo on the outs of polite society.

It’s not really something you ever get used too.

On the screen, Sinclair continued. "These two individuals have conspired to destabilize national security for personal profit. They are armed, dangerous, and desperate. We are coordinating with the FBI to bring them to justice."

I scowled, gripping the knife handle until my knuckles turned white. "We need to move. If Sinclair is going public, she’s clearing the board. She’s taking the gloves off."

Hadley nodded, her eyes wide. "We're done, Jonathan. We can't fight the Director. We need to—"

"That's her."

The voice came from the chair. Small. Trembling.

We both turned. Yillian was staring at the television, his mouth hanging open. He wasn't looking at the graphics or the photos of us. He was staring at Sinclair.

"What?" Hadley asked.

"The voice," Yillian whispered, pointing a shaking, splinted finger at the screen. "That's her. That's the voice."

I looked at the television, then back at the kid. "You're delirious. That's the Director of the CIA."

"No!" Yillian shouted, his eyes wild. "I listened to that voice for days—hours and hours! She has a... a rhythm. The way she pauses. The way she says 'justice.' It's her! That's the one who told me I was special! That's the one who told me to go to the mall!"

I looked at Hadley. The color had drained completely from her face.

I then stared at the woman on the screen. My first instinct was to reject it. It was too big, too conspiracy-theory insane. The Director of the Agency didn't run domestic terror ops; she stopped them. But then the tactical calculus clicked into place, cold and terrifying. The resources. The cleanup crews. The way Vane had been maneuvered and Hadley framed with surgical precision.

A rogue agent struggles to hide the paper trail, but the person who owns the shredder doesn't have to hide anything. If this kid was telling the truth, the ground beneath our feet hadn't just shifted; it had vanished. 

"It can't be," I muttered. "The Director? Running a domestic terror cell?"

"It doesn’t make sense," Hadley breathed, her mind racing. “Why? What possible motive…”

“But the resources. The cover-ups. The ability to move assets like Elena Corves. Who else has that kind of reach? Who else could frame a security analyst?"

Yillian was nodding frantically, tears streaming down his face again. "It's her! I swear it's—"

THWIP.

A small, dark hole appeared in the center of Yillian’s forehead.

His head snapped back violently. A spray of red mist coated the wall behind him. The sound of the shot was a delayed crack, distant and sharp.

"DOWN!" I roared.

I lunged for Hadley.

I was fast. I’m always fast.

But I wasn't faster than a sniper who had already dialed in the windage.

THWIP-CRACK.

Hadley spun.

It looked almost graceful, like a dance move. Her shoulder jerked back, spinning her torso around. A puff of dust and blood erupted from the back of her blazer.

She hit the floor hard.

"No!"

I scrambled across the dirty floorboards, staying low, sliding to her side.

Glass from the window was still tinkling onto the floor.

I grabbed her shoulders. "Hadley! Grace!"

Her eyes were open, staring at the ceiling tiles. Her mouth was slightly parted, as if she were about to make a clever remark.

I pressed my fingers to her neck.

Nothing.

The bullet had taken her high in the chest, likely severing the aorta or the spine. One second she was the smartest person in the room. The next, she was just biology. Stopped.

She was dead before she hit the floor.

Outside, I heard the crunch of gravel. Not police sirens. Not megaphones.

The rhythmic thump-thump-thump of suppressed carbine fire chewing through the wooden walls. They were suppressing the objective before entry.

I knew that rhythm. I knew the spacing of the shots.

This wasn't the FBI. This wasn't NOPD SWAT.

It was a Special Activities Center strike team. My old unit. The ghosts.

Sinclair hadn't sent the police to arrest us. She had sent the reapers to erase us.

I stared at Hadley, waiting for the gasp, the cough, the snarky comment about how much this hurt. But there was only the terrible, heavy silence of meat that used to be a person.

The injustice of it hit me like a physical blow to the ribs. Hadley Grace had burned her career to the ground for a stranger's daughter. Shed had done it again to release me on these shooters.

She was the friction. She was the grit in the gears of the machine. And for that—for being right, for being relentless, for being the only one with the courage to look the devil in the eye—her reward was a cheap death on a dirty floor.

She didn't get a trial. She didn't get a headline. She got a .308 round from a government rifle, paid for by the tax dollars of the people she died trying to save.

I looked at her open, empty eyes. The intelligence was gone. The fire was out. And for the first time since I walked out of that black site, I felt a true, hollowing fear. 

I was alone in the dark.

THUMP-THUMP-THUMP.

The suppressed shots were closer. Wood splintered near the front door.

Grief is a luxury for the living. I didn't have time to mourn her. I barely had time to survive her.

I reached out and closed her eyes with a thumb that was slick with her blood.

"Fuck!" I slammed my fist into the floorboards.

I looked at Hadley’s body one last time. 

Then I rolled toward the back door, leaving the dead behind. Two dead in the room. One left.

They’d sent in swords not stitches. The odds of my survival had just plummeted.


Chapter 32: Jonathan

The bait shop was disintegrating.

The air was a storm of splinters, drywall dust, and the supersonic snap of 5.56 rounds punching through the rotting cypress planks. They weren't just shooting; they were sawing the building in half.

I was pressed flat behind an industrial freezer that was vibrating like a struck bell as rounds hammered into the compressor housing.

Suppression. Flank. Frag. Clear.

I knew the rhythm. I knew the playbook because I had written chapters of it. There were six of them. Two laying down heavy fire to keep my head down, two circling wide to cover the exits, and two moving up the middle to toss a flashbang and finish the job.

They were SAC. They were the best trigger-pullers the government owned, and they moved with a hive-mind efficiency that made standard SWAT teams look like mall cops.

I popped up, firing two rounds blindly toward the front door.

Click.

My slide locked back. Dry.

I dropped back down as a fresh volley chewed up the top of the freezer, spraying me with insulation and rust.

I checked my belt. No more mags. I had a filet knife.

I looked at the back wall. A single, grime-smeared window looked out over the Industrial Canal. The glass was opaque with years of grease and salt spray.

If I stayed here, I was dead in thirty seconds. The breach team was stacking up.

If I went out the window, I was jumping into a kill zone.

They know, I thought, my mind racing through the tactical map. They know the water is the only exit. They’ve already got a guy on the dock covering the splashdown.

But staying meant a bullet to the back of the head. Moving meant a one-percent chance.

I’ll take the one.

I looked around the debris-strewn floor. I needed cover, but I couldn't carry it. I needed armor.

My eyes landed on a galvanized steel lid from a bait well, lying in the corner. It was about eighteen inches wide, heavy gauge, smelling of dead shrimp.

I grabbed it. I yanked the front of my shirt open and shoved the cold, slimy metal against my chest, tucking it into my belt. It wasn't Kevlar. It wouldn't stop a direct hit from a rifle at close range. But it might turn a tumbling round. It might stop a heart shot.

I crawled toward the window.

I needed oxygen. Once I hit that water, I couldn't come up. Not for air. Not to check my bearings. If I broke the surface, they’d pop my skull like a melon.

My first instinct was the plastic bags in the perforated holder in the corner. But filling a bag with air, then using it for a second breath under water works in the movies. In reality, there’s not enough pressure underwater to draw in the oxygen. My lungs wouldn’t fill. It would be useless to me.

My mind raced through the topography of the Industrial Canal. I knew this water.

It wasn't a pristine waterway; it was the city’s septic tank, a graveyard for hurricane debris and insurance fraud. Down in the gloom, the bottom was paved with the skeletons of overturned skiffs, rusted fifty-gallon drums, and tractor tires tossed off the high-rise bridge decades ago.

Trash.

Every piece of hollow junk down there was a potential diving bell, trapping a few precious inches of stale, oily oxygen against the crushing weight of the water.

That was the only card I held. SAC boys were tier-one door kickers, raised in the clean kill houses of Virginia and tempered in the dry, blinding heat of the Sandbox. They knew windage and angles. They knew how to clear a room. But they were tourists in the mud. They didn't know that in the bayou, the terrain doesn't just hide you—it keeps you alive.

They wouldn't be looking for a man breathing sludge at the bottom of a landfill.

I could stay down. I could crawl from tire to drum, sipping air from the garbage until I was a mile downriver.

It was a desperate, filthy plan. But it was the only one I had.

I sat on my heels, squeezed my eyes shut, and began to purge.

Inhale. Exhale.

I forced the air in and out, deep and rhythmic. I wasn't just breathing; I was scrubbing the carbon dioxide from my blood. The burn in your lungs doesn't come from a lack of oxygen; it comes from the CO2 buildup. If I flushed it now, I could trick my brain. I could buy myself three minutes of consciousness before the blackout hit.

Inhale. Exhale.

My vision tingled. My fingertips went numb. The blood was saturating.

One. Two. Three.

I took one final, massive breath, packing my lungs until my ribs groaned. I locked the air inside.

Then I exploded.

I drove my legs into the floorboards and launched myself at the window.

I didn't open it. I went through it.

I hit the glass with my shoulder, tucking my head. The pane shattered outward. Shards of greasy glass sliced into my scalp and cheeks, hot and sharp.

I was airborne.

For a split second, I was suspended over the brown, churning water of the canal. The sun was blinding.

And the bees arrived.

That’s what it feels like. Not a bang, but a sudden, stinging impact that jars the bone.

Thwack.

A round caught me in the left shoulder, spinning me in mid-air. It felt like someone had hit me with a sledgehammer.

Thwack.

Another one through the meat of my thigh.

My body contorted, flailing.

Then I saw him.

Standing on the end of the rotting dock, ten yards to my right. A man with a scar dividing his face and a milky-white eye that stared at me without blinking.

Hackett. I knew the reaper by reputation alone. A killer’s killer.

He wasn't rushing. He wasn't spraying. He was standing in a Weaver stance, his carbine shouldered, tracking my arc through the air like a man shooting skeet on a Sunday morning.

He had been waiting for me. He knew I’d jump.

I saw the muzzle flash.

CLANG.

The impact was like a car crash. The round slammed into the bait box lid beneath my shirt. The steel didn't stop the energy—it transferred it. My ribs cracked instantly.

But the bullet didn't penetrate. It shattered.

A fragment of copper jacket and lead ricocheted upward, sparking off the steel.

It caught me under the chin.

White, blinding agony. It felt like my face had been split open with a chisel. My jaw snapped shut, teeth grinding together with a sickening crunch. Blood filled my mouth instantly—hot, salty, copper.

I lost my oxygen.

I couldn't scream. I couldn't breathe.

I hit the water.

The world turned brown and silent. The impact drove me deep, the cold slime of the canal rushing into my nose.

I kicked—agony in my leg. I pulled—fire in my shoulder.

My jaw was unhinged, hanging loose inside the skin. I clamped my lips shut, sealing the blood and the precious air inside. But too late. Already gone. Only blood in my mouth now, and soon to be in my lungs.

Stay down, I screamed internally, the panic rising like bile. Stay down.

Above me, muffled by the water, I heard the thwip-thwip-thwip of rounds cutting through the surface, leaving trails of bubbles like angry comets. They were firing blind into the splash.

I grabbed a submerged piling, covered in barnacles that tore at my hands, and pulled myself deeper into the muck. I became part of the silt. Part of the garbage.

I was bleeding from four places. My chest felt like crushed gravel. My face was on fire.

But I was alive. For a few seconds more.


Chapter 33: Jonathan

The bottom of the canal was a graveyard of slime and forgotten things.

I dragged myself through the silt, my fingers digging into the muck, pulling my broken body inch by agonizing inch. The water was a heavy, suffocating blanket, cold enough to numb the skin but not cold enough to dull the fire in my shoulder and thigh.

My lungs were screaming. The carbon dioxide buildup was a physical weight in my chest, a sledgehammer pounding against the back of my sternum.

Don’t open your mouth. But I had no oxygen left to lose anyway.

My jaw was a ruin. The ricochet had shattered the bone, unhinging the mandible on the left side. If I opened my mouth to gasp, I wouldn't be able to close it again. I would just inhale the canal.

I clamped my lips together, grinding the broken teeth, sealing the scream inside.

Move. Just move.

Above me, the surface was a chaotic ceiling of light and bubbles. Thwip. Thwip. Rounds were still plunging into the water, losing velocity but still carrying enough hate to bruise. They were firing blind, walking the rounds downriver, assuming the current was taking me.

I crawled against the current.

My vision was tunneling. The grey edges of consciousness were creeping in, turning the murky water into a kaleidoscope of static.

I saw Hadley.

She was floating in the dark water next to me, her hair fanned out like a halo of kelp.

No. A mirage. She wasn’t there.

In my delirious imagination, her eyes were open, staring at nothing. The injustice of it hit me harder than the lack of oxygen. She was the one who cared. And she was rotting on the floor of a bait shop while I crawled through the mud like a crab.

Let go, the darkness whispered. Just open your mouth. It’s easy.

Then I saw Rosa.

Not the broken woman in the hospital bed, but the woman in the kitchen, laughing, her hand on my arm. You’re the shelter, she had said.

If I died here, there was no shelter. If I died here, the monsters walked right through the door.

My head thumped against something hard. Metal. Rusted.

I groped blindly in the gloom. Curved edges. A rim. It was a fifty-gallon drum, half-buried in the silt, lying on its side at a slight angle.

I pulled myself under the rim. I prayed to a God I hadn't spoken to in a while. 

I tilted the drum slightly, shoving my face into the upper curve of the rusted cylinder.

Please.

I cracked my lips open—agony shot through my face—and inhaled.

It wasn't fresh air. It was a pocket of trapped gas that tasted of fuel, rotting shrimp, and rust. It was foul, oily, and stale.

It was the sweetest thing I had ever tasted.

I sucked it down, wheezing, forcing the meager oxygen into my blood. It wasn't enough to clear the head, but it was enough to keep the lights on.

I waited five seconds. Ten.

I had to move. The drum was a pit stop, not a destination.

I pushed off, scrambling back into the open water.

The pain was blinding now. The adrenaline from the fall was fading, leaving only the raw, biological reality of the damage.

I ran a hand over my body as I crawled.

Shoulder: Through-and-through. The clavicle was likely shattered. The arm was useless dead weight.

Thigh: Meat wound. The muscle was shredded, but the femoral artery was intact. If it had been nicked, I’d already be dead.

Face: A disaster.

Chest: The ribs under the bait lid felt like a bag of gravel. Every movement was a grind of bone on bone.

I was bleeding out. I was a leaking vessel in a hostile ocean. I tried not to think of sepsis. Bacteria. Whatever nasty filth or sludge floated down here, greedily gobbling at my open wounds, seeping into my lifeblood.

The darkness came back, faster this time. My limbs felt like lead. The bottom of the canal seemed to tilt, threatening to slide me down into the abyss.

I stopped crawling. I laid my cheek in the mud. It was soft. It was quiet.

Just close your eyes.

ZING.

Something struck my good arm. A spent round, drifting down from the surface, grazed my tricep. It didn't penetrate, but it stung like a hornet.

The pain jolted me. It was a spark in a dark room. Ironically, that bullet saved my life, rousing me with pain back to consciousness.

It’s amazing how pain is sometimes the only thing that wakes us up.

They are still shooting.

The anger flared. Hot. Vicious. It burned through the fog.

I forced my eyes open. Ahead of me, ten yards away, a dark shape loomed. An overturned fiberglass hull. An old skiff, sunk years ago.

I scrambled toward it, no longer an operator, no longer a man. I was just a creature. A wounded, desperate animal clawing for one more minute of life.

I reached the hull. I ducked under.

Air. A larger pocket this time. I gasped, coughing up water and blood, greedy for the oxygen.

I floated in the dark under the boat, trembling uncontrollably.

I needed a hospital.

I ran the map in my head. The nearest trauma center was five miles away. I had no car—they would’ve secured it by now. I couldn't walk. I looked like a horror movie villain.

Even if I made it to the bank, I’d bleed out before I hit the pavement.

I was going to die.

I rested my forehead against the slimy fiberglass of the hull.

Think. You’re not dead yet. Think.

Hackett’s team.

They were Tier One assets. They didn't travel light. They traveled with a support infrastructure.

I pictured the deployment. Six shooters. A chase car. And a command element.

Mobile command? A van. Probably armored, definitely loaded.

And command posts had two things I desperately needed.

One: Techies. Soft targets. Analysts who stared at screens, not down sights.

Two: Med-kits. Field trauma gear. Tourniquets, clotting agents, adrenaline.

And wheels.

They were hunting me downriver. They were scanning the banks, waiting for a body to wash up.

They would never look behind them.

They wouldn't expect the prey to double back. They wouldn't expect a man with a broken face and three bullet holes to crawl out of the kill zone and come back to the source.

I looked at my hand. It was trembling, pale and wrinkled from the water.

I didn't have five miles in me.

But I had two hundred yards.

I took one last, deep breath of the foul air. I tightened the belt around my waist, trying to stem the bleeding in my thigh.

I wasn't going to a hospital. I was going to the van.

I pushed out from under the boat, turning back toward the dock, back toward the guns, back toward the only chance I had to survive long enough to kill them all.


Chapter 34: Karr

The operation was in the cleanup phase. To Evelyn Karr, this was the most satisfying part.

She sat in the passenger seat of the command van, the air conditioning blasting against the humid heat of the bayou. Behind her, the young technician—Lewis, she recalled—was typing up the after-action report, his fingers trembling slightly on the keys.

"Stop shaking," Karr said, not looking back. "It’s unprofessional."

"Sorry, ma'am," Lewis whispered. "It’s just... the girl on the tactical camera. The way she fell."

“A traitor died," Karr said. "Don't romanticize it."

She looked out the window. The black Suburban—the Kill Car—was parked three hundred yards down the gravel road, near the bend in the canal. Hackett and his team were sweeping the reeds, looking for the body. It was a formality. No one survived a jump like that with lethal wounds—she’d watched the bullet impacts on the helmet cams twice now. Confirmed. He was dead. The canal was a soup of bacteria and currents; if the bullets didn't kill Jonathan Hunt, the sepsis would.

"Status on the body recovery?" she asked into her radio.

"Negative visual," Hackett’s voice crackled back. "Current is stronger than it looks. We're moving to the second bridge to set a net."

"Copy," Karr said. "Don't take all day. I want to be wheels up by—"

Thump.

A heavy, wet sound against the side of the van.

Karr frowned. "Driver?"

She looked at the side mirror. The driver, a muscular contractor named Briggs, had been leaning against the sliding door having a smoke.

He was gone.

A cigarette lay on the gravel, still burning. A single smear of mud streaked the white paint of the door panel.

Karr felt a prickle of instinct at the base of her neck. It wasn't fear—she didn't do fear—but it was an alert. A system error.

"Lewis," she said, her hand drifting to the weapon on her hip. "Lock the doors."

"What?"

"Lock the—"

The side door didn't just open; it was ripped back on its tracks with enough force to rock the chassis.

Karr spun in her seat, drawing her weapon. She was fast. She practiced her draw every morning.

But she wasn't ready for the thing standing in the doorway.

It wasn't a man. It was a swamp creature dredged from a nightmare.

Jonathan Hunt stood there, dripping with black slime and algae. His clothes were shredded rags of wet cotton. Blood was streaming freely from his shoulder, his thigh, and his chest, mixing with the muck to create a slick, dark varnish over his skin.

But it was his face that made Karr’s breath hitch.

His jaw was unhinged. It hung askew, pulling the skin of his cheek tight, exposing the bloody gums and shattered teeth on the left side. His mouth was a rictus of red ruin. He couldn't close it. He couldn't speak.

He just breathed—a wet, rattling rasp that sounded like a dying engine.

"Jesus Christ!" Lewis screamed, shrinking back against the server racks.

Karr brought the Sig up. "Don't—"

Hunt moved.

He didn't have the grace of an operator anymore; he had the velocity of a desperate animal. He lunged into the van, ignoring the weapon.

Karr squeezed the trigger.

Click.

Hunt’s hand—cold, dripping, and incredibly strong—was wrapped around the slide of her pistol, pushing it out of battery before the hammer could drop.

He twisted. A sharp, sickening pop in Karr’s wrist.

She didn't scream, but she gasped, the weapon clattering to the floor.

Hunt backhanded her. It was a clumsy blow, heavy, but it carried the weight of a man who had nothing left to lose. It knocked her backward over the center console. Her head slammed against the dashboard. Lights danced in her vision.

She slumped into the footwell, stunned, gasping for air.

Through the haze, she watched him.

He wasn't finishing her off. He wasn't looking at her.

He was tearing at the trauma kit mounted on the wall.

He ripped the velcro straps with his teeth—his good teeth—and dumped the contents onto the floor. Bandages, tourniquets, clotting sponges.

He grabbed Lewis by the collar. The kid was sobbing, paralyzed with terror.

Hunt shoved a syrette of morphine and an auto-injector of epinephrine into the kid’s hands. He pointed to his own thigh. Then he pointed to his shoulder.

He made a sound—a guttural, wet grunt from deep in his throat. Errrrgh.

Lewis glanced in terror at the swamp monster, then over at Karr.

Jonathan pressed a big, meaty hand around Lewis’ throat. He looked at Karr too, those eyes carrying something deadly in their depths.

"Do it!" Karr wheezed from the floor, her analyst brain overriding her pain. "Do it or he kills you!"

Lewis, shaking so hard he nearly dropped the needles, jammed the morphine into Hunt’s thigh. Hunt didn't flinch. His eyes were wide, dilated, fixed on the middle distance.

Then the epi.

Hunt shuddered. A massive intake of breath through that ruined mouth. The adrenaline hit his system like a lightning strike. His pupils constricted. The slump in his posture vanished, replaced by a vibrating, chemical tension.

He grabbed a roll of duct tape. He slammed his jaw upward with the palm of his hand—Karr heard the bone grind, a sound that made her stomach turn—and rapidly wrapped the tape around his head and chin, binding his mouth shut.

He looked at Karr.

For a second, their eyes met. She looked for humanity, for negotiation. She found neither. She saw only the dead look of a shark that had scented its own blood in the water.

The radio on the console crackled.

"Karr, this is Hackett. We found a blood trail on the bank. It doubles back. He's behind us. Repeat, he is behind us."

Hunt heard it.

He grabbed Lewis by the tactical vest. The kid weighed nothing to him. With a single, fluid motion of his good arm, Hunt threw the technician out the open sliding door. Lewis tumbled onto the gravel, curling into a ball of sobbing terror.

Hunt turned to Karr.

She braced herself, expecting the same treatment. She expected to be thrown into the dirt, discarded like a spent casing.

But Hunt stopped.

He looked at her with those dilated, bloodshot eyes. He looked at her suit, her earpiece, the way she held her broken wrist without screaming. He assessed her value in a microsecond. Lewis was ballast. Karr was currency.

He reached out and slammed the sliding door shut, locking them in.

"Buckle up," his eyes seemed to say.

He vaulted over the center console into the driver's seat. He didn't fumble for the ignition; he knew exactly where the push-start was on this model.

The engine roared.

"Karr!" Hackett’s voice barked over the console radio, frantic now. "We have a visual! He’s in the van! Taking the shot! Taking the shot!"

Hunt didn't flinch. He threw the transmission into drive and floored it.

Glass shattered as a round punched through the rear window, burying itself in the server rack between them. Another pinged off the side mirror.

Karr was thrown back against the seat as the three-ton vehicle surged forward, tires screaming for traction on the loose gravel. The van fishtailed violently, spraying rocks, before biting into the asphalt of the access road.

She watched Jonathan Hunt drive.

He was steering with his knees and his good hand, his bad arm hanging uselessly at his side. Blood was soaking through the duct tape on his face, turning the silver strips crimson. He was a ruin of a human being—shot, stabbed, drowned, and broken.

But he was driving with the precision of a stuntman.

He drifted the heavy van around the first bend, correcting the slide perfectly to minimize G-force on the turn. He checked the mirrors. He killed the headlights to reduce their profile.

Karr stared at his profile, illuminated by the dashboard lights.

A strange, cold sensation settled in her chest. It wasn't fear. It was... recalibration.

She looked in the rearview mirror. The Kill-Car was on rims, sparks flying.

Hunt had stabbed the tires. He’d thought of everything.

She had read the file. She had read the psychological profile provided by the Agency shrinks. Jonathan Hunt: Disgraced. Volatile. A blunt instrument suited for high-threat environments but lacking strategic depth.

They were wrong.

The man next to her wasn't a blunt instrument. He was a master class in survival. He had turned a suicide jump into an extraction. He had turned an ambush into a resupply. He had calculated the oxygen in the canal, the timing of the team’s sweep, and the vulnerability of the command post.

He hadn't just survived Hackett’s kill team; he had outplayed them.

Karr touched her broken wrist, the pain sharp and grounding. She looked at the blood on the steering wheel.

She had come here to put down a rabid dog. Instead, she had cornered an apex predator.

"Well played," she whispered, the words lost under the roar of the engine.

She leaned back in the seat, watching the road unwind in front of them. She was a hostage. She was injured. She was currently speeding away from her own backup at ninety miles an hour.

But as she looked at the monster wrapped in duct tape and determination, Evelyn Karr felt a flicker of something she hadn't felt in years.

Respect.

She had miscalculated Jonathan Hunt. And in her line of work, a miscalculation was usually fatal. She wondered, with a detached, scientific curiosity, if this one would be.


Chapter 35: Jonathan

I didn't steal the van. I stole the contents.

Two miles down the service road, hidden by the canopy of a weeping willow, I slammed the transmission into park. I dragged Karr out of the passenger seat. She was clutching her broken wrist, her face pale but composed. She wasn't fighting anymore; she was observing.

A cool fish, I’d decided. But my mind wasn’t in analysis mode. It was in bare survival mode. I felt loopy, unhinged. Exhausted and in agony.

My blood loss was the ticking-clock. My body was the bomb waiting to go off.

I reached under the dashboard of the command van and ripped the GPS transponder out of its housing. I crushed it under the heel of my boot.

Then I flagged down a beat-up truck coming down the gravel road. The driver, an old man in a fishing hat, slowed down when he saw the government plates on the van.

I didn't give him a choice. I stepped into the headlights, the Sig Sauer in my good hand. He scrambled out, leaving the engine running.

I shoved Karr into the backseat of the truck. I used her own handcuffs to secure her good wrist to the metal strut of the seatbelt assembly.

"You're making a mistake," she said, her voice calm, analytical. "You need a trauma surgeon, Hunt. You need blood. If you go to a hospital, the nurses will report you. The doctors will report you. You're the most wanted man in America. You'll be dead before tonight."

I looked at her in the rearview mirror. My jaw was throbbing against the duct tape, a dull, rusted ache that radiated into my skull. I couldn't tell her that I wasn't going for a doctor.

I was going for a nurse.

I put the truck in gear and drove.

The hospital parking lot was a sea of sodium-vapor orange. It was past midnight, but the ER bay was chaotic. Police cruisers were parked at jagged angles, blue lights flashing silently against the brick walls. The fallout from the mall shooting. They were interviewing victims, taking statements, securing the perimeter.

I parked the truck in the shadows of the overflow lot, three rows back.

Karr watched me kill the engine. "You can't walk through the front door."

I turned to look at her one last time. I didn't have the energy to nod. I just opened the door and fell out.

The pavement rushed up to meet me. I caught myself on the door frame, my vision swimming. The world was tilting on its axis. My shoulder felt like it was packed with broken glass. My thigh was wet and numb.

The parking lot was quiet. The air smelled of oil leaks and cold concrete. 

I needed a box. A secure, soundproof box.

I scanned the row of vehicles. A Ford. Too high, bed exposed. A Honda Civic. Trunk too small, suspension would sag and give it away. I needed something German. They build cars like bank vaults.

I tried the door handle of a silver BMW 7-series. Locked.

I tried a black Audi A8. Locked.

Then I saw it. A Mercedes S-Class. Dark blue. Clean. Not a speck of dust on the rims. It belonged to someone who paid for detailing. Someone who thought the garage security cameras were a forcefield. Maybe a doctor. Doctors are arrogant. They think their title protects them from life.

I tried the rear passenger door. It clicked. Unlocked.

People get complacent. They think they pressed the fob. They didn't. They walked away thinking about the surgery or the golf game.

I went back and dragged Karr with me. She didn’t resist. I brought her to the car. No one in the lot. No one watching. Not yet.

I didn't put her in the back seat. Leather stains. Windows break. I needed the trunk.

I lowered Karr to the concrete, propping her against the rear bumper. She tried to speak.

I shook my head.

She tried again. So I cut her cord.

No time for waste. She’d killed Hadley. She’d shot me, as good as pulling the trigger.

In seconds she was out cold. A sleeper hold cuts the blood to the brain. Six seconds to unconsciousness. She’d have a headache, but she’d wake up.

I needed the key. You can’t lock a Mercedes trunk without the fob if the alarm is set.

I checked the front driver’s side wheel well. I ran my hand along the inside of the strut tower. Grease. Road grit. Nothing.

I checked the gas cap. I pushed the fuel door. It popped open.

There it was. A magnetic key box stuck to the inside of the flap.

It was the kind of thing civilians did because they were afraid of locking themselves out, not afraid of someone like me locking them in. It was a "convenience compromise." In the Agency, we call it a fatal error.

I took the key. I popped the trunk.

The lid swung up on hydraulic struts. Smooth. Silent. The space inside was cavernous. Carpeted in thick, grey wool. Enough room for three golf bags. Or one Special Agent.

I grabbed Karr by the lapels of her expensive jacket. I lifted.

I didn't use my back. I used my legs. Physics. The body is a lever. I pivoted and swung her into the trunk.

I nearly blacked out from the effort.

Karr landed with a dull thud. The suspension dipped an inch, then leveled out. Good shocks. Self-leveling pneumatic suspension. Even better. From the outside, the car would look empty.

She groaned. She was coming around.

I worked fast. I pulled a roll of duct tape from my pocket—leftovers for my medical treatment to my jaw. I tore a strip. I sealed her mouth. Not too tight. Just enough to keep the noise in.

I rolled her onto her stomach. I pulled her wrists behind her back. More tape.

Zzzzip.

Then the ankles. I crossed them. 

I linked the wrist cuffs to the ankle cuffs with a third tie. It’s called "hog-tying." It ruins your center of gravity. You can't kick. You can't roll. You just lie there and think about your mistakes.

She blinked. Her eyes opened. Blue. Angry. She looked at me. She started to thrash against the wool.

"Don't," I said. I loosened the tape on my jaw briefly and breathed. It sounded like a leak of air. I could barely speak. "Air supply good four hours.” I grimaced. Exhaled slowly through pursed lips. "German seals tight. Don't hyperventilate.”

I couldn’t manage any more instructions.

I reached into the trunk and found the internal release handle—the glow-in-the-dark T-handle mandated by federal safety laws so kids don't get trapped.

I pulled out my knife. I cut the cable behind the handle.

Now it was just a plastic decoration.

I closed the lid. It latched with a solid, final thunk.

I checked the seam. Tight. No light getting in. No sound getting out.

I pressed the lock button on the fob. The lights flashed once. The mirrors folded in.

I walked towards the hospital’s ambulance dock. I didn't run. Running draws the eye. I walked like a man who had parked his car and was late for an appointment.

One problem solved. A dozen left to go.

I stumbled toward the building, staying out of the halos of the streetlights.

I knew the layout. I had memorized the exits when I left Rosa here. The loading dock was around the east wing, near the cafeteria supply entrance. Where I’d stolen the ambulance.

I moved like a drunk, using the parked cars as crutches.

When I reached the corner of the building, I froze. Two uniformed NOPD officers were standing by the compactor, smoking cigarettes. Their radios chirped with static. They were relaxed, laughing about overtime pay.

If I engaged them, it was over. I had no fight left in my muscles.

I waited.

A linen truck backed into the bay, its reverse alarm beeping loudly. Beep. Beep. Beep.

The cops stepped back to let the driver maneuver.

I moved.

I slipped through the gap between the truck and the wall, a shadow passing through the fumes. I hit the service door. It was propped open with a brick—the universal sign of a kitchen staff taking smoke breaks.

I was inside.

The hallway smelled of bleach and institutional lasagna. The fluorescent lights hummed, a sound that drilled into my migrate.

I needed fuel.

I found an unattended crash cart parked outside the service elevator. I ripped open the top drawer.

Epinephrine.

I didn't bother with the alcohol wipe. I uncapped the needle and jammed it into my thigh, right through the wet denim.

The rush was instantaneous. It wasn't energy; it was a chemical scream that woke up every nerve ending in my body. My heart hammered against my bruised ribs. The grey fog in my vision cleared, replaced by a sharp, vibrating clarity.

I stripped.

I peeled the sodden, blood-crusted shirt off my back. I kicked off the boots. I dropped the tactical pants.

I stood naked in the cold hallway, a ruin of scars and fresh wounds.

I grabbed a blue patient gown from a laundry cart. I pulled it on. It was flimsy, open at the back, but it covered the gun tucked into my waistband.

A naked man covered in blood is a threat. A patient in a gown covered in blood is a tragedy.

I walked toward the elevators.

A nurse turned the corner. She was young, carrying a clipboard. She saw me—the duct tape on my face, the dark stains seeping through the blue cotton, the barefoot stagger.

Her eyes went wide. "Sir? Oh my God, sir? Are you... do you need help?"

She panicked. She dropped the clipboard.

I pointed toward the elevator, then vaguely toward the ceiling. I groaned, a pathetic sound that didn't require acting. I held up three fingers. Pointed up again. Three fingers once more.

Third floor.

"I'll... I'll get a doctor! Stay right there!"

She turned and sprinted toward the nurses' station, yelling for a code team.

I didn't stay there.

I hit the stairwell door.

I didn't go to the third floor, where she would send them. I went to the fourth.

The stairwell was a concrete echo chamber. Each step was a negotiation with gravity. One. Two. Three. The epinephrine was wearing off, leaving behind a cold, hollow exhaustion.

Fourth floor.

I pushed the door open. The hallway was dim, the night shift quiet. The rhythmic beeping of heart monitors drifted from open doors.

Room 403.

I counted the doors. My hand dragged along the wall, leaving a bloody smear on the beige paint.

I reached the door.

I didn't have the strength to check for guards. I didn't have the strength to check for traps.

I pushed the handle down.

The room was dark. The curtains were drawn. The only light came from the glowing green numbers of the vitals monitor.

I stumbled inside.

"Rosa?" I tried to say, but the word died behind the tape.

I took one step toward the bed.

My legs finally resigned. The floor rushed up.

I hit the linoleum hard, the darkness swallowing me whole before I could even see if the bed was empty.


Chapter 36: Rosa

The hospital room was suspended in the silence of 2:00 a.m., broken only by the rhythmic hiss-click of her IV pump and the distant, polished squeak of rubber soles on linoleum.

Rosa woke to a thump.

It wasn’t a loud noise. It was heavy. The sound of something that had fought gravity for a long time and finally lost.

She opened her eyes. The pain was immediate, a sharp, hot wire tightening across her chest where the two bullets had entered, and a duller, grinding ache in her bandaged jaw—they’d removed one of the wires this morning. She blinked, the room swimming in a haze of painkillers.

The door was moving. It was slowly swinging shut, the pneumatic arm wheezing softly until the latch engaged with a quiet click.

She looked down.

There was a heap of dark hospital clothing on the floor. A man, curled in on himself like a dead spider.

Panic, cold and electric, overrode the narcotics. She pushed herself up. Her chest screamed. The stitches pulled tight against her skin. She ignored it. She knew the difference between pain that hurt and pain that killed. This was just hurt.

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed. The floor was freezing against her bare feet. She slid down, gripping the metal rail, her knees protesting as they hit the hard tile.

She reached out and touched the shoulder of the coat. It was damp. sticky.

"Jon?" she whispered through her teeth. Because who else would it be?

He didn't move. She rolled him over, using her forearm as a lever against his hip so she didn't have to engage her pectoral muscles.

He flopped onto his back. Rosa slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a cry.

He was a ruin. His face, usually so stoic, was a mask of lacerations. Glass shards glittered in his beard like cruel diamonds. His jaw was swollen, clearly broken, mirroring her own injury. There was a dark, spreading stain on his shoulder and another on his thigh.

He looked like a monster. But she knew better.

A memory flashed, bright and unbidden—The humid air of the fair. Jonathan standing at the high striker, the oversized mallet looking like a toy in his massive hands. He hadn't swung with aggression, just pure, kinetic efficiency. The bell hadn't just rung; it had cracked. Her son, Leo, had jumped up and down, screaming in delight, while Maya giggled, clapping her chubby hands. Jonathan had turned, his face flushing, embarrassed by his own power.

Later that week, he had shown up with lumber. He’d fixed her rotting back porch steps. He didn't ask. He just worked, sweating in the sun, trying to build something constructive to balance out a lifetime of destruction. Trying to pay a debt he felt he owed the universe.

Tears pricked her eyes. You idiot, she thought, her heart breaking for him.

Voices.

Approaching the door. A low baritone and a higher, chatting tenor.

She froze. The nurse's station was only twenty feet away.

She had to hide him.

"Jonathan," she hissed. "Wake up."

Nothing. He was in hypovolemic shock. She could tell by the pallor of his skin under the blood.

She couldn't lift him. Trying would rip her chest open. 

She grabbed his wrist. She hooked her foot behind his ankle. She leaned back, using her body weight as a counter-balance. He slid six inches. She gritted her teeth, tears of pain leaking from her eyes. She did it again. Slide. Slide.

She shoved him into the gap beneath the hospital bed. It was tight—motor housing and hydraulic pistons took up space—but he fit. Just.

She grabbed the top sheet and yanked it untucked, draping it down so it pooled on the floor, creating a white curtain.

The doorknob turned.

Rosa scrambled back into the bed. She pulled the blanket up to her chin just as the door swung open. A beam of light cut across the room, through the viewing window.

"Ms. Martinez?"

The door handle turned. It was a slow, mechanical rotation. 

Rosa watched it through slitted eyes. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage of bone and bandages. Beep-beep-beep-beep. The monitor above her head was screaming the truth, a high-pitched traitor broadcasting her panic to the room.

The door swung inward.

Light from the hallway spilled in, cutting a sharp yellow rectangle across the darkness. It hit the foot of the bed. It hit the floor.

Dr. Evans walked in first. The night resident. He looked like he’d been awake for three days. His lab coat was wrinkled, his eyes rimmed with red. 

Behind him came a nurse—Betty. Short, round, with the kind of soft, maternal face that usually promised warm blankets and sympathy. But tonight, she looked harried.

And behind them, blocking the light, were the silhouettes.

Two uniforms. Ascension Parish Deputies. One was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over a bulletproof vest that looked too bulky for him. The other stood in the center of the doorway, thumbs hooked into his duty belt. He was chewing gum, a slow, rhythmic motion that made his jaw muscle pop.

Rosa squeezed her eyes shut. She forced her breathing to hitch, then smooth out. She fluttered her lashes open, feigning a drug-heavy squint.

"Wha... what?" she mumbled. The word scraped her throat. It wasn't hard to sound weak. The room was tilting on a gyroscope. She was terrified, and she was lightheaded, and the combination made her feel like she was floating.

"Your heart rate," Dr. Evans said. He didn't say hello. He walked to the side of the bed, his eyes fixed on the display. Beep-beep-beep-beep. "You're at one-thirty, Ms. Santos. That’s tachycardia. Are you in pain?"

"Dream," Rosa lied. She tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry as dust. "Bad dream."

The deputy in the doorway shifted. His boots squeaked on the tile. He stopped chewing his gum. He was looking into the room now. Scanning. Not bored anymore. Alert.

Betty stepped forward. She was holding a clipboard. She looked down to check the wheel lock on the bed.

She froze.

Her brow furrowed. She took a half-step back.

"Doctor," she said. Her voice wasn't loud, but it cut through the hum of the air conditioner like a knife.

She pointed at the floor.

Rosa’s stomach dropped. It felt like the elevator cable had just snapped.

A trail of blood.

It wasn't subtle. It was a smear of bright, oxygenated crimson on the pristine white wax of the hospital floor. It started near the door, a jagged line where a heel had dragged, and it ended right at the edge of the bed frame.

Right where Jonathan was hiding.

The deputy in the doorway unhooked his thumbs from his belt. His hand drifted, instinctual and practiced, toward the grip of his sidearm. He took a step into the room.

"What is that?" the deputy asked. His voice was authoritative.

Dr. Evans looked down. He saw the blood. He looked at the door, then traced the line back to the bed. His eyes narrowed. He stepped closer, his shoes crunching slightly on the grit of the floor.

He reached for the sheet covering Rosa.

"Did you get out of bed, Rosa?" Evans asked. His voice was sharp now. Accusatory.

The deputy was four feet away. He tilted his head, trying to get a better angle on the floor.

Rosa nodded. She let the tears that were already forming spill over. Shame flooded her face. It was genuine shame, searing and hot, but not for the reason they thought.

"Bathroom," she whispered. She made her voice tremble. "I tried... I had to go. I got dizzy. I fell."

She saw the deputy pause. He looked at her. Then he looked back at the blood.

Evans sighed. A long, frustrated exhalation through his nose. He peeled back the tape on her chest bandage. He did it too fast.

Rosa gasped. The pain was blinding.

"Look at this," Evans said, shaking his head. "Fresh blood. You tore the sutures."

He pulled the gauze away. The wound was weeping red, soaking the pad. 

"You can't be up," Evans scolded. "You took two rounds to the chest. You’re lucky you didn't collapse and crack your head open."

"I'm sorry," she whispered. She looked at the deputy. He was still staring at the floor, specifically at a smudge that looked suspiciously like a boot print near the wall.

He frowned. He took a step toward the smudge.

Don't, Rosa screamed in her head. Don't look at the print. It's a size 14. I wear a size 7.

"It happens," Betty said softly. She moved between the deputy and the bed, blocking his view as she reached for the saline. "Modesty makes us do silly things. She didn't want to use the bedpan."

The deputy lingered. He looked at the blood one last time. He looked at the bed skirt. It was hanging low, but there was a gap. He shifted his weight, knees bending slightly, preparing to squat down to check the clearance.

Rosa stopped breathing.

He's going to look. He's going to see him.

The radio on the deputy's shoulder exploded with static.

"Dispatch to all units. 10-33. Officer needs assistance. South entrance."

The sound was jarring, loud and distorted.

The deputy straightened up instantly. The suspicion vanished, replaced by the adrenaline of the job. He looked at his partner in the hall.

"We gotta go," he said.

They turned. Heavy boots thudded on the tile, retreating down the hallway. The sound faded.

Rosa let out a breath she felt she had been holding for ten minutes. Her hands were shaking uncontrollably under the sheet.

Dr. Evans checked his pager, which buzzed in harmony with the chaos.

"Betty, clean this up," he said, already turning away. "Re-dress her wounds. Bolus a liter of saline. I have to go to the ER."

He vanished into the hallway, his coat flapping behind him.

The room was quiet again. Just the hum of the AC. And the blood on the floor. 

Rosa was alone with Betty. And the man bleeding to death under her mattress.

Betty tutted, wetting paper towels at the sink. "Men," she said, wiping the blood from the floor. "Always running off to play hero. My husband is the same, and he's just a stay-at-home dad."

She scrubbed right next to where Jonathan's hand lay hidden by the sheet.

"He calls me tonight," Betty prattled on, "asking how to braid Sophie's hair. I told him, 'Jerry, I'm dealing with trauma, figure out the plait.' He thinks raising girls is hard. I told him, try keeping a drunk calm while inserting a catheter."

Rosa stared at the ceiling. Please leave. Please, please leave.

Betty threw the bloody towels away and washed her hands. She came to the bedside. She was gentle, her hands warm as she cleaned Rosa’s chest. She applied fresh steri-strips.

"There," Betty smiled. "Good as new. You have such nice skin, honey. It’s a shame about the scarring."

Rosa forced a nod. The silence stretched.

Betty hovered. She adjusted the blinds. She moved the water pitcher three inches to the left.

"Can I get you anything else?" Betty asked. "Some ginger ale? Maybe a warm blanket from the warmer?"

"No," Rosa said.

"Are you sure? You look so pale. I can run down to the cafeteria and get you a Jell-O."

"No," Rosa said, louder this time.

"It's really no trouble. I just hate to see you—"

"I said no!" Rosa snapped. The anger was sudden and sharp, fueled by adrenaline and terror. "I just want to sleep! Leave me alone!"

Betty recoiled as if she’d been slapped. Her smile dissolved, replaced by a look of hurt confusion. She blinked rapidly.

"I... I'm sorry," Betty mumbled, clutching her tray. "I was just trying to be... I'll go."

She turned and walked out, her shoulders slumped. The door clicked shut.

Rosa felt a wave of nausea. She hated being cruel. It went against every fiber of her being. But she pushed the guilt down. She had a patient.

She threw the covers off. She grabbed the side rail and lowered herself to the floor. The room spun. Black spots danced in her vision. Orthostatic hypotension. She closed her eyes, breathing through her nose until the world steadied.

She lifted the sheet.

Jonathan was pale, his breathing shallow and rapid.

"Okay," she whispered. "Let's see what you did to yourself."

She couldn't get him on the bed. The floor was her operating table.

She crawled to the bedside cabinet. She rifled through it, grabbing what she could: alcohol wipes, extra gauze, a saline flush, and a bottle of Percocet.

She dry-swallowed two of the pills. She needed to dull her own edges if she was going to be steady enough for him.

She knelt beside him. First, the airway. Clear. Breathing was labored but patent. Circulation. He was bleeding from the shoulder and the thigh.

She used her trauma shears—still in the pocket of her jeans which were folded on the chair—to rip open his pant leg.

The bullet was still in the thigh. The entry wound was angry, puckered. No exit wound. That meant he was lucky; it hit muscle, missed the femoral artery, and lodged against the bone.

"This is going to hurt," she told his unconscious form.

She didn't have forceps. She had a pair of tweezers from her purse and her fingers.

She poured the saline over the wound. Then she went in.

Her fingers slick with his blood, she probed the wound channel. It was warm and wet. She felt the hard metal of the slug. She clamped the tweezers.

Her hand shook. Not from fear, but from weakness. She bit the inside of her cheek, using the sharp pain to focus. Steady.

She pulled. A wet suction sound, and the bullet clicked onto the tile.

She packed the wound with gauze, wrapping it tight with the Ace bandage she’d taken from the supply cart earlier.

Next, the shoulder. Through-and-through. Cleaner. Just needed pressure and closure.

Then, his face.

She used the alcohol wipes to clean the blood from his beard. He winced in his sleep. She picked the glass shards out, one by one. The cuts were deep, but superficial. The jaw...

She touched his mandible. It moved. It crunched.

"Oh, Jon," she breathed. She couldn't fix that here. He needed a surgeon and wire. But she could stabilize it. She used a bandage to create a Barton bandage, wrapping it under his chin and over his head to immobilize the bone.

She paused.

A light swept under the door gap. Footsteps. Slow. Deliberate.

She froze, her hands hovering over his chest. She held her breath. The footsteps paused right outside her door. She prayed. She prayed to whatever saint watched over fools and broken men.

Keep walking. Please.

The shadow under the door lingered for an eternity. Then, it moved on. The footsteps faded.

Rosa let out a shuddering breath. She looked at her work. He was patched. Stable. Not good, but stable.

She brushed a strand of hair from his forehead. His skin was cool, clammy. She pulled the extra blanket from the closet and tucked it around him, wedging it tight so it wouldn't be seen from the door.

She sat back against the bed frame, exhausted, her own bandages bloody again. She reached down and took his hand, her thumb tracing the scars on his knuckles.

"You rest now," she whispered into the dark. "I've got the watch."


Chapter 37: Jonathan

Time is a variable. Sometimes it drags. Sometimes it skips.

This time, it vanished.

I opened my eyes. The ceiling wasn't the tile of a standard hospital room. It was raw concrete, crisscrossed with conduit and hanging wires. The air didn't smell like antiseptic. It smelled of drywall dust, fiberglass insulation, and old copper.

I tried to turn my head. My neck was stiff, a rusted hinge. Pain shot through my shoulder and thigh, waking up the nervous system with a vengeance.

I tried to speak. I couldn't.

My mouth was a fortress. Teeth clamped shut. Gauze wrapped around my head. My jaw felt like it had been replaced with a bag of gravel.

I shifted my weight. I was on a bed, but it was old. A gurney with a thin mattress.

"Welcome back to the land of the living."

The voice came from my left. It was slurred, indistinct, like someone talking with a mouthful of marbles.

I turned.

Rosa was sitting on a folding chair, reading a paperback by the light of a construction work lamp. She looked like she’d gone ten rounds with a threshing machine. Her arm was in a sling. A thick bandage covered the left side of her neck and jaw. Her cheek was swollen, purple and yellow bruising fading into green.

She put the book down. She stood up, moving slowly, favoring her ribs.

She saw the confusion in my eyes. She smirked, though it was a lopsided, painful expression.

"You've been out three days," she said. She was talking through her teeth, her jaw immobilized but not as rigidly as mine. "I had to keep you sedated. You kept trying to fight the imaginary ninjas."

I looked around. Plastic sheeting hung like ghosts in the doorways. A relentless drip-drip-drip echoed from a leaky pipe somewhere in the dark.

"West Wing," she said, answering the question I couldn't ask. "Renovation. Closed for asbestos abatement. Scary signs on the doors. 'Danger, Cancer, Keep Out.' Nobody comes here. Not the cops, not the doctors. Just the rats. And us."

I blinked. Smart.

"I stole a master key card from a resident sleeping in the lounge," she continued, a touch of pride in her muffled voice. "Waited for shift change. 3:00 AM. Put you on a laundry cart under a pile of dirty sheets. Wheeled you right past the nurses' station. Told them I was taking linens to the basement. Nobody looks at the person taking out the trash, Jon. That’s what you taught me. Invisibility through banality."

I reached out with my good hand. I found her hand. I squeezed it.

Good girl, I thought. Better than good. That’s tradecraft.

She squeezed back. Her skin was warm.

"I’ve been sneaking out of my room," she said. "Telling the floor nurse, Betty, that I need to walk to prevent blood clots. I sweet-talked her. Told her I liked the quiet of the old chapel. Then I double back here to push meds into your IV."

I pointed to my jaw.

"I know," she said. She looked guilty. "I set it. It was... bad. Comminuted fracture. I needed wire. I used what I could find in the supply closet. You need a maxillofacial surgeon, Jon. You need plates. Screws. But for now... you’re wired shut."

She handed me a clipboard with a yellow legal pad and a cheap stick pen.

I uncapped the pen. My hand was shaky. The handwriting was jagged, like a seismograph during an earthquake.

YOU SAVED ME.

She read it. She looked away, blinking rapidly. "We're even."

I wrote again. How bad are you?

"Shot twice in the chest. Through and through. Missed the vitals. One graze to the jaw. Cracked the bone, but didn't shatter it like yours. I can still talk. Lucky me."

I tried to smile. It was a mistake. The muscles in my jaw spasmed. A sharp, electric shock of pain lanced through my face.

I winced, closing my eyes.

"Don't," she said softly. She sat on the edge of the gurney, careful not to jostle my leg. She leaned her head on my good shoulder.

We sat there in the dusty silence of the construction zone. Two battered wrecks. A former spy and a nurse, hiding in the skeleton of a hospital, held together by wire, gauze, and stubbornness.

It was absurd.

I felt a huff of air in my chest. A laugh. But laughing requires opening the mouth. I couldn't. The pressure built up in my throat, vibrating against the wires. It came out as a strangled snort.

Rosa felt it. She looked at me. She started to giggle.

Then she grabbed her ribs. "Ow. Ow, ow, ow."

I tried to stop, but the look on her face—half-amusement, half-agony—broke me. I snorted again. My jaw screamed in protest. I clutched my side.

We were a comedy duo from hell. Every laugh was a stab wound.

"Stop it," she wheezed, tears streaming down her face. "Don't make me laugh. It feels like... like someone is jabbing me with a fork."

It feels like eating glass, I wrote.

She read it and snorted again, then groaned, leaning her forehead against my arm. "We're pathetic."

We're alive, I wrote.

The laughter faded, replaced by the dull, throbbing reality of the situation. The silence returned, heavier this time.

I picked up the pen. My face hardened. The pain was still there, but I pushed it behind a wall. Focus.

I know who is running it, I wrote.

Rosa lifted her head. She wiped her eyes. “The shooters?"

The one behind them, I wrote. The voice on the phone. The one giving orders to the hit team. The mall shooter recognized her voice on the TV.

She waited.

I wrote the name in block letters. I pressed down hard, carving the ink into the paper.

CASSIDY SINCLAIR. DIRECTOR OF THE CIA.

Rosa stared at the pad. She read the name twice. She looked at me, her eyes wide.

"The Director?" she whispered. "The head of the whole thing? Why?"

Doesn't matter why, I wrote. Matters that she did.

"So what are you going to do?" Rosa asked. Her voice was small. She knew the answer. She just didn't want to hear it.

I turned the page.

Lay low. Three more days. Let the bones knit. Eat protein shakes through a straw. Get strong.

I paused. The pen hovered.

Then I drug myself to the gills and I go hunting.

Rosa looked at the words. She closed her eyes. She shook her head.

"No," she said. "Jon, no. Look at us. You can barely stand. I can't lift my arm. You can't go after the CIA. Not this time."

I tore the sheet off the pad. I crumpled it in my fist. A tight, paper ball.

"Don't," she said, reaching for my hand. "Please. Let's just go. Let's disappear. We can go to Mexico. Or... or Italy. You always wanted to go to Italy."

I pulled my hand away. I wrote fast, the letters sharp and angry.

She killed Hadley. She tried to kill you. She sent a kill team after me. If we run, she wins. If we run, she keeps coming. We will never be safe. We will never be free.

"She had you shot," Rosa argued, her voice rising, cracking with emotion. "She broke you, Jon. You're not invincible."

I don't have to be invincible, I wrote. Neither is she.

Rosa stared at me. She looked at the bruises on my face, the bandages holding my skull together, the blood still staining the gauze on my shoulder. She looked for the hesitation in my eyes.

She didn't find any.

She sighed. It was a long, defeated sound that seemed to deflate her small frame. She slumped against me again.

"You're an idiot," she mumbled into my shoulder.

I know, I wrote.

She was quiet for a long time. The pipe dripped in the distance. Plink. Plink. Plink.

"Promise me," she said finally. She didn't look up. "When it's done. When she's gone. Promise me. Never again."

I looked at her dark hair, smelling of hospital soap and dust. I looked at the woman who had dragged two hundred and fifty pounds of dead weight across a floor to save my life.

I wondered who had told her I was in trouble. That was what she’d said before. She’d come looking for me because she’d heard I was in trouble. But I decided it was too long to write out. Instead, I put the pen to the paper and wrote

A quiet life. I swear it. Just us. Maybe Italy.

I nudged her arm. She looked at the pad.

She read it. The corner of her mouth twitched. A ghost of a smile.

"If you break this promise," she said, "I won't need a gun. I'll just remove your catheter the hard way."

I snorted.

Pain exploded in my jaw.

She giggled and clutched her chest.

We sat there in the dark, hurting and laughing, two broken things fitting perfectly together.


Chapter 38: Jonathan

The seventeen-hour drive was a lesson in topography and pain. I learned every pothole between Louisiana and Virginia. I learned them with my ribs, with the throbbing ache in my skull, and with the raw, burning fire in my throat.

I couldn't talk. My jaw was wrapped shut. I’d told Rosa it would be hard to intimidate anyone by pointing and grunting. She’d told me that she felt it would be even more intimidating that way.

I went with my doctor’s orders. 

I was driving a stolen Subaru—a resident’s car—with a transmission that slipped in third gear. White, dented, invisible.

I was invisible too. Or I tried to be.

My face was wrapped in gauze. I wore a baseball cap pulled low. I looked like a burn victim or a man who had gone through a windshield. If I pulled up to anyone at a stoplight, people looked away. That was good.

I needed to find the Director. Cassidy Sinclair.

The woman who sat at the top of the pyramid. She’d only recently been assigned to the role. Her predecessor had been fired. In fact, he’d been fired on account of me, according to Ethan Bishop. Back in Texas, Ethan had told me that my resurrection had caused more than one career headache for agency folks. Ethan himself had been given a lateral move.

Cassidy Sinclair had always been a career woman. But she’d spent time in the field, too. There were rumors she had undiagnosed PTSD, and would take it out on those closest to her. Three marriages, it was said, was the evidence of this.

I’d only known her when she’d been a Section Chief. She’d come far in that time. Was that why she’d done all this? Was her fast-track promotion the reason she’d burned Hadley and me?

But how did that tie in with Micro-tech, the smart watch company who’s manufacturing was interrupted by the shootings in three states. Was Cassidy Sinclair really so callous to kill over a hundred civilians in order to achieve whatever twisted goal she had?

It didn’t fit the CIA. CIA operated in the dark. We hid behind corners. We didn’t declare ourselves to the news. If anything, this was career suicide. She was the director. Already, they’d be preparing to drag her to capital hill.

It didn’t make sense.

So I’d decided to ask the woman in person.

I wouldn’t ask nicely.

But I didn't know where she lived. That kind of intel isn't on the internet. That kind of intel is buried in a vault.

But I knew someone who lived in a vault.

Bobby Vane.

I’d already visited his smart home before. It was time for a return trip.

I parked the Subaru three blocks away. It was 2:00 AM. The suburbs of Northern Virginia were quiet. Money buys silence. It buys setbacks and manicured lawns and the illusion of safety.

I walked. Every step was a negotiation with gravity. My left leg was dragging. My chest felt like it was wrapped in barbed wire. I had no weapon. The Sig was at the bottom of the bayou, along with my voice.

I reached the street. I stayed in the shadows of the oak trees.

There it was. A modern box of glass and steel, created from the heartbeat of a warehouse.

And there they were.

A black sedan parked fifty yards down. Engine running. Exhaust puffing white in the cold air.

Surveillance.

Bobby wasn't just home; he was being watched. House arrest? Protective detail? It didn't matter. They were professionals. Two heads in the front seat. Not looking at phones. Scanning mirrors.

I couldn't fight them. In my current state, a stiff breeze would knock me over. I had to be smarter.

I backtracked. I circled the block. I found a neighbor’s house with a recycling bin at the curb.

I dug out a glass bottle. Wine. Expensive.

I walked to the corner, staying behind the hedge line. I waited for a car to pass on the cross street. A delivery driver.

I threw the bottle.

I didn't throw it at the surveillance car. That triggers a tactical response. They hunker down. They call backup.

I threw it at the other house. The colonial across the street.

The bottle smashed against the brickwork of the front porch. Crash.

The surveillance guys reacted. They heard the smash.

The headlights flared. The sedan peeled out, tires screeching, reversing hard to clear the "kill zone" and investigate the source of the noise.

They moved away from the target.

I moved toward it.

I limp-ran across the lawn. I reached the side door. Same as before. He hadn’t fixed the magnet issue. Bobby Vane lacked imagination. 

Biometric keypad. Magnetic lock.

I knelt. My head swam. I fought the black spots in my vision.

I checked the alley. The same flattened aluminum sports drink can lay there. The last shim I’d used to break his ten thousand dollar system.

I slid the metal shim between the door and the frame. I felt the magnet. I felt the sensor.

Physics. You can’t cheat it. A magnet needs contact to hold. Break the contact, break the hold.

I leveraged the shim. I pulled.

Click.

The door swung open.

I slipped inside. The air was warm.

I closed the door. I waited. No alarm.

I moved up the stairs. The house was silent.

I found him in the living room.

He wasn't fighting a VR war this time. He was sitting on the floor, his back against the sofa. He was wearing the same clothes I’d seen him in days ago. Rumpled. Stained.

He was drinking scotch from the bottle.

He looked up when I entered. He didn't scream. He didn't run. He just looked at me with red, watery eyes.

I must have looked like a nightmare. A giant with a mummified face and eyes burning with fever.

"You," Bobby whispered. He sounded broken. 

Broken men are easier to leverage. I needed a weapon. I figured why not ask? In this state, Bobby seemed like the accommodating type.

I walked toward him. I held out my hand.

"I don't have it," he slurred. "They took my phone. They took my laptop. I'm suspended. I'm under investigation. I'm ruined."

I didn't want his phone. I mimed a gun with my hand.

Bobby blinked. "A gun? You want a gun?"

I nodded.

He laughed. It was a jagged sound. "I'm the intel guy.”

I stepped closer. I loomed over him. I let the violence radiate off me. I tried not to show that even Bobby Vane could beat me right now.

He flinched. "Okay. Okay. In the safe. Bedroom closet. The code is... 0000. I never changed the factory setting."

Of course he didn't.

I went to the bedroom. I found the safe. I punched the zeros. It opened.

Inside was a Glock 19. Pristine. Never fired. A box of ammo.

I checked the action. Loaded.

I walked back to the living room. Bobby was weeping now. Soft, pathetic sobs.

I grabbed a notepad from the coffee table. I wrote.

WHERE IS SINCLAIR?

I shoved the pad at him.

He squinted at it. "The Director? I don't know. She's insulated. She's gone to ground."

I grabbed his collar. I hauled him up. I put the barrel of the Glock against his kneecap.

"No!" he shrieked. "No! Wait! Think! Logic! She's a creature of routine! She has patterns!"

I waited. If anyone knew how to track the higher-ups at the agency, it was a lickspittle like Bobby. Chance encounters at a favorite restaurant, lucky coincidences at a frequently visited gym. Men like Bobby tracked the routines of their bosses.

"She... she stays at the Hay-Adams," he stammered. "When things get hot. She likes the security. She likes the view of the White House. She has a suite. Penthouse floor. She'll be there. She has to be there."

The Hay-Adams. High profile. Public. Hard to hit.

Perfect for her.

I let him go. He slumped back onto the carpet.

I turned to leave. I had what I needed.

"Wait," Bobby said.

I stopped.

He looked up at me. His face was a mask of misery. His arrogance was gone, stripped away. I imagined OIG had given him a visit.

"Hadley," he whispered. "I heard… is she… was she…”

He swallowed. Tears leaked from his eyes.

"Is she... is she really dead?"

I looked Bobby Vane in the eye.

I nodded. Once. Slow.

Bobby broke. He didn't scream. He just folded in on himself, curling into a ball on the expensive rug, racking sobs tearing through his chest. He looked small. He looked like a man who realized he had been wrong about the only thing that mattered.

I didn't watch him cry. I turned around.

I walked out the door, into the night. I had a hotel to find.


Chapter 39: Jonathan

The Hay-Adams Hotel. 16th and H. Directly across from the White House.

If you want to hide a needle, you put it in a stack of needles. If you want to hide a spy chief, you put her in a building where half the guests are diplomats and the other half are spies watching the diplomats.

I parked three blocks away in a garage that smelled of urine and wet concrete. It cost forty dollars for the first hour. DC prices. The city runs on tax dollars and overpriced parking.

I checked my reflection in the side mirror. The bandages were gray now, stained with road dust and sweat. My eyes were deep pits. I looked like a boxer who had lost the fight but refused to leave the ring.

Any sane actuary would have calculated the odds of survival at zero. My body was a catalogue of structural failures—cracked ribs grinding, a jaw crushed into silence, blood pressure bottoming out. I should have been in a coma, not a hallway. But pain is just chemistry, and chemistry can be ignored. What couldn't be ignored was the silence where Hadley’s voice used to be. They had killed the only person who saw the board clearly.

If I stopped now, the lie became history.

I’d remain in their crosshairs. No future with Rosa. No future at all.

The Director would wash her hands of the blood. I wasn't doing this for flag or country anymore. I was doing it because I was the only object in motion left on the board, and I was going to hit the wall until one of us broke.

Not to mention, I was still wanted for murder… and treason.

Suffice it to say, I couldn't use the front door. The doorman had gold braid on his shoulders and a discerning eye. He’d spot the blood on my collar before I hit the mat.

I went around the back. Loading dock.

A linen truck was idling, the driver arguing with a receiving clerk about a missing invoice. I used the noise. I slipped past the hydraulic lift, into the service corridor.

It was warmer in here. Smelled of bleach and starch.

A laundry cart sat unattended near the freight elevator. I grabbed a white chef’s coat from the top of the pile. It was an XL. On me, it fit like a sausage casing, but it covered the worst of the grime. I buttoned it to the neck. I found a clipboard on a shelf.

Rule one of infiltration: Carry a clipboard. People look at the clipboard, not the face. If you look bored and annoyed, you’re invisible.

I took the service elevator to the top. The Penthouse floor.

The doors opened. The hallway was carpeted in something thick and floral. It was quiet. The kind of quiet that feels heavy, like the air pressure before a storm.

I started walking. I wasn't looking at room numbers. I was looking at the floorboards.

Wireless is for tourists. Wireless is hackable. If the Director was here, she was working. Given the chaos she was overseeing, and her recent stint on TV, she would definitely be plugged in. And if she was working, she needed a hard line. A T1 connection, shielded, copper, physical.

I found it near the end of the hall.

A thick gray cable, taped down with meticulous precision along the cream-colored baseboard. It snaked out of a utility riser and disappeared under the door of the Presidential Suite.

The umbilical cord of the Deep State.

I didn't knock. That door would be reinforced. Inside, there would be at least two agents. Maybe three. They’d have P90s under their jackets and itchy trigger fingers.

I needed them to open the door for me. And I needed them to be distracted when they did.

I backtracked to the utility closet I’d passed near the ice machine. Locked.

I used the aluminum shim from my pocket. A simple wafer tumbler. I was inside in four seconds.

The breaker panel was on the back wall. A gray metal box, humming with the building's nervous system.

I opened it. The diagram was faded, but legible.

PH-SUITE (MASTER).

PH-SUITE (HVAC).

I didn't kill the lights. Darkness makes pros hunker down. Darkness triggers tactical protocols.

I flipped the breaker for the HVAC.

The hum died.

The Hay-Adams is an old building. The windows are sealed for security and noise control. The insulation is thick. Inside that suite, there were computers running, bodies breathing, lights burning.

Heat builds up fast.

I checked my watch. 2:43 AM.

I waited in the alcove near the ice machine. I leaned against the wall, trying to breathe shallowly. My ribs felt like a bag of broken china. My throat was on fire.

2:58 AM.

The elevator chimed.

A man stepped out. Blue coveralls. Tool belt. He looked annoyed. He was wiping sweat from his forehead.

The maintenance guy.

They’d called down. It’s getting stuffy up here. Fix it.

He walked past me. He didn't look twice. He was focused on the job, focused on the overtime.

He reached the Presidential Suite. He knocked.

"Maintenance," he said.

The door opened a crack. A face appeared. young. Crew cut. Suspicious.

"AC is down," the maintenance guy said. "Panel shows a fault."

"Fix it fast," the agent said. "She's complaining."

The agent opened the door wider to let him in.

That was the window.

I moved.

I didn't run. Running makes noise. I flowed. I covered the gap in long, silent strides.

The maintenance guy was just stepping across the threshold. The agent was turning away.

I grabbed the maintenance guy by the back of his belt and the collar of his coveralls. I yanked him backward, hard. He flew out into the hallway with a yelp, landing in a heap on the floral carpet.

I stepped into the space he had vacated.

The agent spun around. He saw a giant in a tight chef’s coat, face wrapped in gray bandages.

He went for his gun.

Too slow.

I stepped inside his guard. I drove my left shoulder into his chest. It hurt me more than it hurt him, but physics was on my side. 250 pounds moving forward against 180 pounds standing flat-footed.

He went down.

I kicked the door shut behind me.

The room was sweltering.

There was a second agent by the window. He was lifting his weapon.

Too late. I fired twice. Two inches to his left. Warning shots.

A vase exploded.

The agent flinched, went still. I waved my gun, silent, looking like a mummy from hell. The agent slowly raised his hands. I pointed to the ground.

He scowled at me, lowered, laying prone on the ground, glaring at me.

The room was quiet again.

I turned.

She was sitting at a desk near the far wall. The gray cable ran to a laptop in front of her.

Director Cassidy Sinclair.

She hadn't moved. She hadn't screamed. She was watching me over the top of her reading glasses. She looked exactly like her file. Immaculate. Terrifying. She wore a silk blouse.

She took a sip of water from a crystal glass.

"You're late, Mr. Hunt," she said. Her voice was dry, cool. "And you look terrible."

The guard on the ground began to shift. I kicked him.

No more movement.

The second guard glared at me. I approached, kicking his weapon away.

Now, the Director received my full attention.

Through gritted teeth, my jaw bound shut, I eked out a single word, “Talk.”


Chapter 40: Jonathan

The Director didn’t flinch. She didn’t look at the unconscious agent on the carpet, and she didn’t look at the gun in my hand. She looked at me. Her expression was one of mild disappointment, like a teacher finding a student smoking in the bathroom.

She tapped a key on her laptop.

A voice filled the room. It was smooth, authoritative, and perfectly modulated. It was her voice.

"The Constitution is a suggestion, not a suicide pact. We burn the village to save the village. The President is a senile placeholder. I run this country. I decide who breathes."

She tapped the key again. Silence returned to the suite, heavy and suffocating.

"That," she said, her voice identical to the recording, "is how Grace Hadley manipulated the shooters. She used my voice. Deepfake audio. A generative adversarial network trained on my congressional testimonies."

She folded her hands on the desk. "I understand the strategy, Mr. Hunt. It’s classic asymmetry. Use the Director’s voice to trigger unstable assets. Bring the agency into disrepute. The OIG is already drafting subpoenas. The President is calling every ten minutes. You wanted to make me toxic. You succeeded."

She sighed, a small release of air through her nose. "This was to make me pay? For what, exactly? Being the adult in the room? Why did you and Hadley do it?"

I stared at her. My brain was misfiring. The adrenaline was crashing, leaving behind a headache that felt like a railroad spike driven through my temple.

She thought I did this. She thought Hadley was the architect.

She wasn't acting. I’ve interrogated men for three days straight. I know the look of a liar. I know the micro-expressions, the carotid pulse, the sweat.

Cassidy Sinclair was dry. She was calm. She was genuinely confused.

I scowled. I couldn't write this down. The nuance would be lost in ink.

I reached up with my free hand. The tape on my jaw was fused to the skin with dried blood and grime. I found the edge. I ripped.

The pain was blinding. It felt like I was tearing the skin off my skull. I grunted, a guttural sound. The air hit the raw nerves. My jaw hung loose, the muscles stiff and unwilling.

I worked my mouth. It tasted of copper.

"Not... us," I rasped. It hurt to push the air past the crushed cartilage. “This... was... you." I forced the words out, chopping the sentence into manageable blocks of agony. "CIA. Someone... framed... Hadley. Accessed her report. Backdoored... the system."

Sinclair stared at me. Her eyes narrowed, not in anger, but in calculation. She was analyzing the new data. She looked as confused as I felt.

"Why would I need to backdoor the system?" she asked. "I am the system. I’m the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency. If I want a report, I don't hack a server. I ask for it."

She leaned back. She looked matronly in that moment, a grandmother who also happened to authorize drone strikes on weddings. Hard, but logical.

"You killed Grace," I said.

I raised the Glock. I lined up the front sight with the bridge of her nose. My hand was steady. The rest of me was shaking, but the hand was rock solid.

I checked the guard on the floor. He was still out, breathing shallowly. The one by the vase was motionless, face down.

Sinclair didn't blink at the gun. She looked at me with a terrifying kind of pity.

"I had solid intel," she said. "SIGINT confirmed that a rogue paramilitary operative—a known murderer—had teamed up with an unstable, wash-out analyst. The profile said you were activating disenfranchised social outcasts. Incels. Radicals. Using them to murder American citizens to create chaos."

She paused.

"I made a call," she said simply. "I authorized a solution. And... judging by your face, you seem to have barely made it out yourself."

My finger tightened on the trigger. The plastic safety blade depressed.

"You did this," I snarled. The words tore out of my throat. "I’m not here for court. I'm... here to kill... you. I'm... wanted anyway. What's... one more?"

For the first time, the facade cracked.

Her eyes widened slightly. Her hands unclasped. She realized I wasn't playing the game. I wasn't looking for a confession to record. I wasn't looking for leverage. I was a man who had lost everything, standing in her room with a gun.

She swallowed. The motion was distinct in her throat.

"It's not enough that you went after my career?" she asked. Her voice lost its glacial cool. It sounded human. "You want my life too? Because of a personnel dispute?"

"Career?" I coughed. It was a racking, painful spasm. "This... isn't... about... you."

"Using my voice?" she snapped, regaining some heat. "That had to be Hadley. I know she's used AI voice protocols before. The file said she used a synthesized voice to break you out of the black site. Instructing you via a burner phone. Don't look so surprised, Jonathan. We're the CIA. We know everything."

She stood up. She moved casually, but I tracked her. She walked to the window, looking out at the White House across the park. She was offering me her back. A show of dominance. Or resignation.

"Why... the mass murders?" I asked. I needed to know. “Who is... Micro-Tech?"

She turned back. She frowned. The confusion was back, deeper this time.

"Micro-Tech?" she said. "My husband's company? Why?"

I froze.

"Micro-Tech... your husband?"

I remembered the file. Three divorces. I never checked who the current one was.

She nodded slowly. "Yes. Richard. He’s the CEO. It's a semiconductor firm. Why?"

I lowered the gun an inch.

"Not... coincidence," I said. "Shootings... targeted... company. Not... you. Him. His... money."

She went still.

"Targeting Richard?" she whispered. "The stock... it tanked after the mall shooting. The investors pulled out after the school... my god."

She looked at me. "I thought it was political. I thought they were attacking me through the chaos. But if they were attacking the company..."

She sat down heavily.

"I didn't order the frame-up," she said. She looked me in the eye. "I ordered the strike on you because I thought you were the terrorist. Someone fed me that intel. Someone fed me the voice clips.”

I stared at her.

The invoice didn't add up.

I stood there, the Glock heavy in my hand, the pain in my jaw a dull, throbbing bass line to the sharp, high-hat rhythm of my thoughts. I looked at Sinclair. She was staring at the wall, her face pale, doing her own math.

I ran the ledger in my head. I looked at the line items of the last seventy-two hours.

Item one: The Russians.

Eight men. Military grade hardware. Heavy weapons. You don't pick that up at a surplus store. You import it. You pay for it. That was a six-figure contract, laundered through shell companies, scrubbed clean enough to pass a bank audit.

Item two: The Leverage.

Elena’s daughter. The actress. The suicide in the hotel room. That wasn't random violence. That was surgical. Someone had dug into a low-level asset’s life, found the one pressure point that would break her, and applied precise, lethal force. That takes data. That takes access to sealed juvenile records, medical history, psych profiles.

Item three: The Local Talent.

The two agents in the hotel room. The ones I’d neutralized. They weren't active duty. They were alumni. Retired. Contractors. You don't find men like that on LinkedIn. You find them in the deep rolodex. You need the clearance to know who they were, where they retired, and how much debt they were in.

Item four: The Tech.

The deepfake voice. Sinclair’s voice. Perfect cadence, perfect intonation. That wasn't some kid with a laptop and a Reddit account. That was a Generative Adversarial Network trained on thousands of hours of classified audio. That was proprietary code.

Item five: Hadley.

Why frame her? Why not just kill her? Because she saw the pattern. She was the analyst who spotted the glitch. To hide the glitch, you have to discredit the witness. You paint her as crazy. You paint her as a traitor.

I looked at Sinclair.

She was the Director. She had the power. She had the money.

But she didn't have the motive.

If she wanted Micro-Tech stock to go up, she wouldn't stage mass shootings that tanked the market. If she wanted me dead, she wouldn't use a voice clone of herself to do it—leaving a digital fingerprint that led straight back to her office. That was sloppy. Sinclair wasn't sloppy. She was granite.

If Sinclair was the villain, she wouldn't be confused about Micro-Tech. She wouldn't be sitting here waiting for the OIG. She would have had a team waiting for me.

But if it wasn't her...

Who had the power to fake the Director's voice? Who had the power to alter SIGINT reports? Who had the clearance to hire Russians and scrub the funds?

Who knew Hadley's profile better than anyone?

She used AI voice protocols before...

Sinclair's words bounced around my skull.

We know everything.

Who was "We"?

I thought about Karr. The female agent I’d left in the hospital parking lot. Had I made a mistake letting her live? Was she the handler? I’d phone it into hospital security. They’d gotten her out of the trunk.

“Not just you,” I murmured.

“What?”

“You weren’t the only target… for this.”

She just watched me, cold. She didn’t trust me. I didn’t trust her.

But we both had the read of the other, and something wasn’t lining up.

It clicked.

Hadley had been targeted, but that was because she’d forwarded a report. Two people at the agency had seen it… Two politically motivated hacks. They hadn’t done this. Doyle and Vane were off the suspect list.

Someone else had seen the file. Someone… who shouldn’t have.

Someone who targeted Hadley to keep her quiet. Targeted Director Sinclair by using her voice, by creating mayhem that fell at the CIA’s feet. By targeting her husband’s business, Micro-Tech.

And also…

Someone who hated me.

Grace had been transferred. She’d told me. To Ethan Bishop’s unit. Someone who knew me. Someone who would’ve mentioned my name. Or at least, my name would’ve come up if Hadley had done the most basic of security checks.

What if they’d been directing Hadley towards me? What if they’d known she’d pull the play she did. What if someone had known by sidelining her, she’d go off the reservation. She’d recruit an asset.

And what if that someone knew psychological manipulation—what if they knew she’d choose me? What if they even made it easy for her to choose me?

Why?

Who hated both me and the director of the CIA?

Rosa had said someone had informed her I was in trouble… What if she’d been messaged? Emailed.

And then another memory surfaced. Rosa looking at me, face scrunched up. Odd… The killer who’d shot her had been listening to someone. Someone who’d instructed him.

What if the instructions had been to return, to go back to find her specifically?

What if the mass shooting had been cover for a mundane murder?

What if Rosa had been specifically targeted. To get at me.

“Oh…” I whispered softly. “Oh no.”

“What is it?” The Director said, voice sharp.

But I shushed her. She blinked. I’m not sure she’d ever been shushed before. Especially not by someone who sent blood spittle flying with the sound.

But my mind was moving double-time. I remembered Bobby Vane’s boast back in his loft. “I’m friends with the previous director of the damn CIA! The one you got fired, Jonathan. We’re good friends. We had drinks last week…”

“I know who did this,” I murmured. My skin went cold. "Allen... Panetta," I whispered.

The name felt like a bone splinter in my throat.

Sinclair froze. She stopped pacing. She stopped breathing for a second. The name sucked the oxygen out of the room.

"Panetta?" she said. Her voice was sharp, incredulous. “The last director? He was fired months ago.”

“How was... it?" I asked. I needed to know. The dynamic. The hatred. "The... end? When you took his job?”

She looked at me, and for a second, the mask of the Director slipped completely. She looked tired. She looked like a woman who remembered a very specific, very ugly fight.

"Cold," she said. "It was... nuclear. I had to lock him out of the building before I even told him. I had security escort him from the seventh floor."

She walked back to the desk, her fingers hovering over the closed laptop.

"He was unethical," she said. "Unstable. He was the final say who authorized your unit. The off-the-books stuff. The rendition sites. When you... when you went AWOL, when you faked your death... he took the fall. The Senate Intelligence Committee wanted blood. I gave them his."

She looked at me, her eyes hard.

"He blamed you," she said. "He said you were a loose cannon. A stain on the Agency's resume. He said I was weak for not hunting you down and killing you then. He called me a hyena. Said I was just waiting to pick the meat off his bones."

"Hyena," I repeated. It fit.

"He was brilliant," she admitted, her voice dropping. "MIT and Yale. Mathematics and History. He built the modern architecture of the drone program. He wrote the original algorithms for predictive threat modeling."

I nodded. The pain in my jaw was a dull roar, but my mind was clear. Crystal clear.

"He... bridges the gap," I rasped.

It was perfect.

Panetta wasn't just a suit. 

He was a wounded wolf. And a wounded wolf doesn't run. It circles back to the den to kill the new alpha.

"He... hates us both," I said. “And hates the CIA. Through all these shootings, through the mass tragedies, front and center has been your agency’s failure…” I paused, grimacing and catching my breath.

Sinclair stared at the wall. "He wants a reset. He always said the Agency had lost its way. That we were too soft. Too reliant on lawyers."

"So... he... proves... it," I said. “He lost his job because of a failure… my reappearance. Now he’s after yours. He’s creating the tragedies himself… same as he did so often overseas. Just… now, he’s doing it here. To get even. With you.” I swallowed. Grimaced. “With me.

Just then, the door opened.

I turned quick, but not quick enough. My injuries had slowed me down, and now I found myself facing the barrel of a gun.

A figure stepped in. A man with a milky-white eye. A man who’d shot Hadley dead.

Hackett.

The muscle.

And behind him, a man in a charcoal suit who looked like a math teacher.

My old boss.


Chapter 41: Jonathan

Allen Panetta didn't look like a Director anymore. He looked like a hunger strike in a tactical fleece.

He was gaunt. The skin was pulled tight over his cheekbones, translucent and grey. 

He was cracking a sunflower seed between his front teeth. Snap. He spit the shell into a paper cup held in his left hand. The hand was shaking. A rhythmic, neurological tremor. Snap. Spit. Shake.

"Hello, Cassidy," Panetta said. His voice was dry, a whisper of autumn leaves scraping on pavement. "You look... expensive."

He didn't look at me. He looked at the two agents on the floor. The ones I’d dropped. The ones who were just doing a job.

He tilted his head at Hackett.

"Clean up the mess," Panetta said.

Hackett didn't hesitate. He didn't ask for clarification. He didn't blink his milky eye. He stepped over the first agent—the one I’d shoulder-checked. He pointed his weapon. A customized Sig P226 with a wet suppressor.

Phut.

The agent’s head snapped back. A dark halo spread instantly on the floral carpet.

Sinclair gasped. It was a sharp, intake of breath, a sound of pure shock. "Allen! No!"

Hackett stepped to the second man. The conscious one. He looked up finally, saw Hackett, horror filled his eyes. Too late.

Phut.

Two seconds. Two lives. Deleted.

"You son of a bitch," Sinclair hissed. Her voice shook. "They were your men once. They were Agency."

"They were obstacles," Panetta said. He cracked another seed. Snap. "And now they are statistics. Just like the shoppers at the mall. Collateral damage in a necessary correction."

I watched Hackett. He was holistic in his indifference. He holstered the weapon and looked at me. He looked at my ruined face, the blood soaking my collar.

I grimaced. It felt like my jaw was unhinging.

I held the operator’s gaze. He was the muscle. But he’d been the one to shoot me in the chest. To shoot Hadley.

"I... owe you," I whispered. The sound was a tremor, like a rumble before an earthquake. "A... bullet from Grace... Hadley."

Hackett looked at me. He had the eyes of a shark that had eaten too much and didn't care about the next seal.

"She screamed," Hackett said. Flat. conversational. "When she was shot. Most do.”

He shoved me. Hard.

It wasn't a tactical shove. It was a bully's shove. I stumbled back, my legs rubbery, my equilibrium shot. I hit the wall. The pain in my ribs flared white-hot, blotting out my vision for a second.

"Move," Hackett said.

"Where?" Sinclair demanded. She was trying to regain her footing, trying to be the Director again. "You can't walk us out of here. The hotel is secure. There are cameras."

Panetta laughed. It was a dry, joyless sound.

"Cassidy," he said, shaking his head. "I wrote the security protocols for this hotel after the inauguration in '08. The cameras are on a loop. The elevator is in service mode. And the staff? Already moved from the back hall for a VIP visit. We’re clear.”

He gestured with his chin. "Walk."

We walked.

The hallway was empty. The door to the stairwell was propped open with a fire extinguisher. We went down. Not all the way. Just to the service level.

The friction of movement was agony. Every step sent a fresh telegram of pain to my brain. I focused on Panetta’s back. The way his left hand trembled in his pocket. The way he walked with the hunched urgency of a man running out of time.

We reached the loading dock. The air was cold. 

A vehicle was waiting. Not a sedan. A matte-black Jeep Rubicon, modified. Lift kit, run-flat tires, winch. A war wagon.

And behind it, a van.

Four men stood by the vehicles. They weren't Americans. They were big, blocky men with haircuts that looked like they’d been done with a bowl and a knife. They held AK-105 short-barreled rifles. They smoked cheap cigarettes that smelled like burning tires.

The Russians.

"Expensive... help," I rasped, looking at Panetta.

He turned. He threw the cup of sunflower seeds into a trash can.

"Money is a tool, Jonathan," Panetta said. "I use it. These gentlemen don't care about politics. They care about the wire transfer. And they care about hurting people."

The Russians grabbed us. Rough hands. 

They didn't bother with cuffs. They used zip ties. Thick, black plastic. They cinched my wrists behind my back until the circulation cut off.

They threw Sinclair into the back of the Jeep. She landed awkwardly, her skirt riding up, her dignity stripped away in a second. She glared at Panetta, a look that would have frozen a lesser man.

Panetta didn't freeze. He smiled.

They shoved me in beside her. I was too big for the space. My knees jammed against the front seat.

Panetta climbed into the passenger seat. Hackett took the wheel.

The engine roared to life.

Panetta turned around to face us. The dome light cast deep shadows in his eye sockets. He looked like a skull wrapped in parchment.

"You're wondering about the end game," Panetta said. Softly. "You're wondering if I'm going to shoot you in a ditch."

"You lack imagination," I wheezed.

"No," Panetta said. "I have too much of it. That was always my problem, wasn't it, Cassidy? I saw too many variables."

He leaned closer. The tremor in his hand rattled the seat frame.

"A bullet is too fast," he said. "A bullet is a soldier's death. You aren't soldiers. You are failures. You are the rot at the heart of the system."

He pointed a long, bony finger at Sinclair.

"You took my life," he whispered. "You took my name. My wife left because of the humiliation. My daughter won't speak to me. I sit in a room by myself and I watch the world I built be run by amateurs."

He pointed at me.

"And you. The blunt instrument. The cowboy. You represent everything wrong with the Agency. The chaos. The lack of discipline. Your return lit the spark that cost me everything.”

He sat back.

"We're going to a broadcast site," Panetta said. "Secure uplink. Dark fiber. I'm going to put you both on camera. Live. Global feed."

Sinclair went pale. "Allen. Don't do this."

"I'm going to read the list of your failures," Panetta continued, his voice picking up speed, manic energy bleeding through. "I'm going to read the names of the assets you burned. The lies you told Congress. And then..."

He smiled. It was a rictus of hate.

"Then I'm going to hurt you. Not quickly. I'm going to use the techniques we perfected in the Black Sites, Jonathan. The ones you know so well. I'm going to make you scream. I'm going to make the Director of the CIA shit herself on a livestream. I'm going to strip away every ounce of your myth until you are just meat. Weeping, broken meat."

He tapped the dashboard.

"And when the world sees you for what you really are... small, scared, and pathetic... then I'll execute you. And the Agency will burn down with you."

Hackett put the Jeep in gear.

"Buckle up," Hackett said.

We peeled out of the loading dock, into the night.


Chapter 42: Jonathan

The location was a derelict broadcast relay station. It boasted a scattering of rat droppings on concrete and high-voltage electronics that hadn't been inspected in a decade.

They had zip-tied us to heavy steel chairs bolted to the concrete floor. My wrists were numb. My shoulders screamed where the rotator cuffs were being pulled out of alignment.

The drug cocktail I’d taken to keep me on my feet was finally running out.

The bone-deep, blood-curdling pain was finally setting in again.

Oh joy.

Sinclair was to my left. She was shivering. The temperature in the room was dropping, or maybe that was just the shock finally outrunning her adrenaline. Her silk blouse was torn, her hair—usually a helmet of hairspray and authority—hanging in wet, limp strands across her face.

She looked small. That was Panetta’s first victory. He had shrunk the Director of the CIA down to the size of a frightened old woman.

In front of us, the Russians were building a stage.

It wasn't a complex setup. Two tripod-mounted LED panels, blindingly white. A high-definition camera on a dolly. A boom mic.

And a table.

The table was the centerpiece. It was a folding card table, the kind you see at church picnics. On it, arranged with obsessive geometric precision, were the tools.

They weren't spy gadgets. They were hardware store purchases.

A claw hammer. A propane torch with a blue cylinder. A pair of tin snips. A roll of duct tape. A coil of copper wire. A car battery with jumper cables.

Simple things. 

Hackett was sitting on a crate ten feet away, in the shadows outside the glare of the lights. He was field-stripping his Sig Sauer. He moved with the muscle memory of a man who had done it ten thousand times. Slide off. Spring out. Barrel out. Wipe. Lube. Reassemble.

He looked bored.

"Hackett," I said. My voice was a grind of cartilage, but I pushed the words out whole. "Why? You're a pro. He's a zealot. Zealots don't pay pensions."

Hackett racked the slide. Click-clack.

"He pays mine," Hackett said. He wiped a smudge of oil from the trigger guard. "After the IED took my eye in Yemen, the Agency wanted to medical me out. Said I was a liability. Said I couldn't shoot. They were going to give me a plaque and forty percent disability."

He looked at Panetta, who was pacing near the camera, vibrating with energy.

"Panetta blocked the discharge," Hackett said. "Kept me on the active roster. Hid the medical report. He gave me a job when everyone else saw a broken toy. I pay my debts."

"He's going to kill us all," I said. It hurt to breathe, let alone talk. "You think he leaves witnesses?"

Hackett shrugged. It was the shrug of a man whose conscience had been seared shut a long time ago.

"Maybe," he said. "Maybe not. But the check cleared yesterday."

He went back to his gun.

I closed my eyes.

I thought of Rosa. I thought of the way the light hit the Mississippi River at sunset. I thought of the smell of her cooking, the sound of Maya laughing, the heavy, humid heat of the bayou that felt like a blanket instead of a cage.

We were going to go to Italy. That was the promise. Rome. Coffee in a piazza. A life where the only thing I had to fight was traffic.

I had almost made it. I had been so close I could taste the espresso.

Now, the only thing I tasted was blood and bile. I wasn't going to Italy. I was going to die in a warehouse in Virginia, streamed in 4K resolution to a horrified world.

"Testing," Panetta said. "One, two. Check. Lighting?"

"Lighting is good," one of the Russians grunted. He was connecting the camera to a laptop with a thick cable. "Stream is buffered. We are live on dark web nodes. Mainstream injection in two minutes."

Panetta rubbed his hands together. He looked at us. He was eating sunflower seeds again, cracking them with a violent, rapid rhythm.

"You look grim, Jonathan," Panetta said. He walked over to me, his boots crunching on the dirty floor. "Don't be. You're part of history. You're the lesson."

He gestured to the camera.

"You think this is extreme," he said. "The shootings. The bodies. You think I'm a monster."

"You killed kids," I rasped.

Panetta scoffed. He spit a shell onto my boot.

"Forty thousand," he said.

"What?"

"Forty thousand people die from gun violence in this country every year," Panetta said. His voice was manic, fast, like a ticker tape. "Suicides. Gang bangers. Domestic disputes. Accidents. Forty thousand dead. Does the country stop? No. Does the CIA change its protocols? No. It's background radiation. It's static. Nobody cares about the drip, drip, drip."

He leaned in, his eyes wide and rimmed with red.

"But you kill twelve people in a mall?" he whispered. "You kill ten people in a school? Suddenly, the world stops. Suddenly, everyone is listening. Mass shootings are statistically irrelevant, Jonathan. They are a rounding error in the mortality tables. But they are psychologically nuclear."

He straightened up, adjusting his fleece jacket.

"To correct the Agency... to burn out the rot that you and she represent... I needed leverage. I needed fear. I needed the American people to look at the screen and see that their protectors are the ones killing them."

He pointed a shaking finger at Sinclair.

"They won't look at the budget hearings," he said. "They won't read the OIG reports. But they will watch this. They will watch the Director of the CIA scream. They will watch her beg. And when they see her broken, they will realize that the system is broken."

"You're insane," Sinclair whispered. Her voice was thin, brittle.

"I am a mathematician," Panetta corrected. "And I have balanced the equation."

He turned to the Russian at the laptop.

"Are we ready?"

"Live in ten seconds," the Russian said.

Panetta nodded. He gestured to the table of tools.

Two of the Russians stepped forward. One picked up the propane torch and clicked the igniter. A blue flame hissed to life, steady and hot. The other picked up the tin snips. They looked at us with empty, dead eyes.

"Start the stream," Panetta commanded.

The red light on the camera blinked on.

Panetta stepped into the frame. He smiled. It was the smile of a wolf who had finally cornered the elk.

"Citizens of the United States," Panetta said to the lens. "My name is Prometheus. And I am here to bring you the light."

He turned and pointed at us.

"Let the fun begin.”


Chapter 43: Jonathan

I looked at the blue flame hissing from the nozzle of the propane torch. It was a clean heat. Surgical. Industrial.

Panetta held it in his left hand. The hand was shaking. The flame danced a jittery mambo in the air, a visual representation of the short circuit in his nervous system.

I couldn't fight. My arms were dead meat zip-tied to steel. My legs were numb. My ribs were a cage of ground glass. If I tried to stand, I’d fall. If I tried to kick, I’d miss.

I was done.

No, a voice said in my head. You’re looking at the hardware. Look at the software.

It was Hadley’s voice. Or maybe it was just the concussion.

Find the shame, Jonathan. Find the thing he’s trying to hide. People don’t wear costumes unless they hate the skin underneath.

I looked at Panetta. I really looked at him.

I saw the tactical fleece. Arc’teryx. Three hundred dollars. I saw the Salomon Quest hiking boots. Two hundred dollars. I saw the rip-stop cargo pants.

He was dressed like an operator. He was dressed like me. He’d changed before turning on the cameras. He was going for a certain appearance.

But he held the torch like a pencil. He stood with his weight back on his heels, not on the balls of his feet. He was a mathematician playing soldier. He was a man who had spent thirty years sending other men to die, and he hated himself for it. He wanted to be the sword, but he was just the memo.

I knew the play. It wasn't physical. It was psychological judo. I had to use his own weight against him. Hadley would’ve been proud.

And if it didn’t work? He’d burn my eyeballs out.

I had to bring him close.

I cleared my throat. It felt like swallowing a handful of thumbtacks.

“Look… at him," I rasped.

I didn't look at Panetta. I looked straight into the camera lens. I spoke to the dark web. I spoke to the world he was so desperate to impress.

“He's playing dress-up."

Panetta froze. The flame hovered near Sinclair’s face. She squeezed her eyes shut, turning away from the heat.

"Excuse me?" Panetta said. The manic energy dipped, replaced by a cold spike of insecurity.

I turned my head. I looked at Hackett. 

“You see... it don’t you?" I wheezed. I forced a smile. It probably looked like a rictus of death, but I put every ounce of mockery I had left into it. “The fleece. The boots. He's... a substitute teacher in a Halloween... costume."

Hackett didn't smile. But he didn't look away either. He glanced at Panetta’s boots. Then at his shaking hand. It was a micro-movement, but Panetta saw it.

Panetta flushed. The red creeping up his neck wasn't anger. It was humiliation.

"I was the Director of Operations," Panetta snapped. He stepped away from Sinclair. He turned toward me. "I commanded the darkest units in the history of the Agency."

“You signed forms," I said. My voice was getting stronger, fueled by the adrenaline of the gamble. “You sat in air conditioning... and watched drones... on a screen. You... want to be us Allen. But you shake."

I nodded at the torch.

“Look at the flame," I said. “It's dancing. You can't even hold it... steady. You're weak."

That did it.

The ego is a balloon. Prick it, and it doesn't just leak. It pops.

Panetta screamed. It was a raw, frustrated sound, the sound of a man who knows he is small.

"I AM THE DIRECTOR!" he shrieked.

He rushed me.

He violated the first rule of interrogation: never get within striking distance of a subject known for violence in close proximity. But he wasn't an interrogator. He was a narcissist in a fleece jacket.

He shoved the torch toward my face.

"I'll burn your eyes out!" he screamed. "I'll make you beg!"

The flame roared toward my left eye.

I didn't flinch. I watched the nozzle. I watched the hand.

It trembled.

Just as he lunged, a spasm hit his wrist. The flame dipped two inches to the right. The heat singed my eyebrow, scorching the skin, but the blue cone missed the pupil.

He was close. Intimately close. I could smell the stale coffee on his breath. I could see the burst capillaries in his eyes.

I didn't have hands. I didn't have feet. Zip-tied too tight.

But I had a skull.

The human skull is essentially a bowling ball encased in skin. The frontal bone—the forehead—is the thickest part. The nasal bone is a delicate lattice of cartilage and thin calcium.

Mass times velocity equals impact.

I snapped my head forward.

The Liverpool Kiss.

CRACK.

The sound was wet and sickening, like stepping on a carton of eggs.

My forehead connected squarely with the bridge of his nose.

Panetta didn't just stumble. He collapsed. His head snapped back, blood spraying in a fine mist across the camera lens. He went down like a puppet with cut strings.

The torch flew from his hand.

It spun through the air, a blue pinwheel of fire.

It didn't land on the floor. It landed on the table.

Right on top of the open box of oily rags and the plastic jug of rubbing alcohol they’d brought to clean the tools.

WHOOSH.

Fire loves alcohol. The table erupted. The flames licked up.

"My nose!" Panetta was screaming, rolling on the floor, clutching his face. Blood poured through his fingers. "He broke my nose!"

Hackett stood up. He looked at the fire spreading across the table. He looked at Panetta rolling in the dirt. He looked at me.

I spat blood onto the floor.

And then I flung myself forward. Chair and all.

This was going to hurt.

I landed next to Panetta. Crash. The chair shattered. My arm snapped. But my leg—my left leg came free.

It was all I had. The only weapon. The only threat.

A single leg.

But I’d once killed a man with my pinkie.

I could do the same with a leg.

I was on the ground. Panetta was next to me, writhing, hands clutched to his ruined face.

My hands were still zip-tied, tangled in the wreckage of the chair. But with my one free leg, I loosened my other. My legs were free.

Panetta tried to scramble away. He was blind with pain, panic override.

I swung my legs. A scissor kick. Heavy, clumsy, desperate.

My left boot caught him around the neck. I hooked my heel behind his jaw. I slammed my right calf over his throat.

I clamped down.

It wasn't a dojo move. It wasn't pretty. It was a street brawl chokehold executed with feet instead of hands. I locked my ankles. I extended my hips.

I pulled his head back.

Panetta gurgled. The sound was wet and desperate. His airway was compressed. His spine was bowed backward like a dry twig.

"FREEZE!"

Hackett was up. The Russians were up. Three rifles and a silenced pistol were pointed at my head.

"Shoot," I rasped. I squeezed my legs tighter. Panetta thrashed, his heels drumming on the floor. "Shoot me... and my legs spasm. I... snap his neck."

It was a bluff. If I died, my muscles would go slack. But they couldn't take that chance. Not with the man who signed the checks. He was too close. One wrong bullet, and he died too.

The room went still. The only sound was the crackle of the fire on the table and Panetta’s high-pitched wheezing.

“Stand down," I told Hackett. “He's the golden goose.”

Hackett hesitated. He looked at Panetta’s purpling face. He lowered the Sig an inch.

"Don't do it, Hunt," Hackett said. "You're dead anyway."

"Maybe," I said. I looked down at Panetta. “Cut me loose."

I loosened the pressure on his throat just enough to let air whistle in.

"Do it," I snarled. "Or I finish the job."

Panetta was terrified. The arrogance was gone, leaked out through his broken nose. He fumbled at his belt. His hands were shaking so hard he could barely find the sheath. He pulled out a Benchmade tactical folder.

"Cut," I commanded. "Behind... me."

He reached over my shoulder. The blade sawed at the plastic. I felt the cold steel against my wrists. One slip and he’d open an artery.

But he was a desk jockey. His neck was quite literally on the line.

Snap.

The zip ties gave way.

My arms fell free. My left arm hung useless, a dead weight of agony. But my right hand worked.

I reached into his waistband.

I felt the cold polymer of a subcompact Glock. His backup piece.

I ripped it out.

I rolled away, releasing the leg lock. I dragged Panetta up with me, jamming the barrel of the Glock into the soft spot at the base of his skull.

"Up," I screamed. "Get... up!"

He scrambled to his feet, weeping. He was a mess of blood and snot.

I used him as a shield. I kept my body tight behind his.

“Cut her," I told him, nodding at Sinclair.

"I can't," Panetta sobbed. "My hands..."

I jammed the gun harder into his spine. “Cut her or die."

Panetta stumbled toward Sinclair. He used the knife. He slashed the ties.

Sinclair stood up. She was shaky, but her eyes were clear. She looked at Panetta with a mixture of loathing and pity.

"Walk," I said to Panetta. "Toward... the... door."

The Russians stepped forward.

"Back!" I shouted. "I'll put a hollow point in his spine.”

They looked at Hackett.

Hackett looked at me. He looked at the gun pressed into Panetta's neck. He looked at the fire, which was now licking at the ceiling tiles.

He just stood there, in limbo. Unable to shoot. But not willing to lower his gun.

I grabbed Panetta by the collar of his fleece. I started walking backward, dragging him with me. Sinclair stayed on my flank.

My left arm swung uselessly. My ribs were screaming. My face was a mask of blood. But I held the line.

"You're letting us walk out of here, Hackett," I whispered, staring into his milky eye. "Or I'll shoot your boss. And then I’ll make you pay for Hadley.”

We hit the cool night air. I didn't stop. I dragged Panetta toward the Jeep.

"Drive," I told Sinclair.

She climbed into the driver's seat.

It was all going so well.

But then Panetta let his true nature show.

He stopped walking. He didn't just stumble; he planted his feet in the gravel, turning into dead weight.

"No," Panetta screamed. It wasn't a word; it was a shriek of tearing metal. "NO!"

He started to vibrate against me. Not fear. Rage. Pure, distilled, childish rage.

"You don't get to win!" he howled, spitting blood and snot onto the hood of the Jeep. "You are nothing! You are a hammer! I am the hand! I am the mind!"

"Allen," I rasped, jamming the muzzle into his neck. "Walk."

"I won't!" He was sobbing now, a terrifying mix of laughter and weeping. "I won't be dragged out like trash by a dinosaur and a whore! I am Prometheus! I brought the fire!"

The shouting echoed off the warehouse walls.

Hackett and the Russians fanned out. They saw the breakdown. They saw the hostage losing his value by the second. Seven men. Seven barrels raising in unison.

I did the math. The math was bad.

I’m fast. I’ve always been fast. But I wasn't fast now. I was a broken machine held together by adrenaline and spite. I had one working arm and a pistol with maybe ten rounds in the magazine.

"Cassidy," I said. I didn't look at her. I watched Hackett’s finger on the trigger guard. "The moment you hear a pop... you drive. You put your foot through the floor."

She looked at me. Her face was pale, illuminated by the dashboard lights. She was scared. But she was Sinclair. She nodded once. Grim. Focused.

"I am the architect!" Panetta screamed. He spun around.

He didn't care about the gun. He didn't care. He lunged at me, his hands clawing for my eyes, his mouth open in a feral snarl. He wanted to hurt me more than he wanted to live.

"Die!" he shrieked.

I didn't argue. 

I pulled the trigger.

Crack.

The subcompact bucked in my hand.

Panetta’s head snapped back. The scream cut off instantly. He dropped straight down, landing in a heap at my feet. The coup was cancelled.

Then the world exploded.

Hackett fired.

He didn't hesitate. He didn't look at his fallen boss. He double-tapped.

Thwip-thwip.

The bullets weren't meant for me. They were meant for the driver.

The side mirror of the Jeep disintegrated. A spiderweb of cracks bloomed on the driver’s side window, right next to Sinclair’s head.

"Drive!" I roared.

The engine howled. Sinclair stomped the gas. The Jeep lurched forward, tires spinning in the loose gravel.

I wasn't in the seat. I was standing next to it.

I flung myself sideways. I dove through the open passenger door just as the vehicle gained traction.

My broken arm hit the center console. The pain was blinding, a white-hot supernova that nearly made me pass out.

But my right hand was still holding the gun.

I rolled onto my back in the passenger seat, legs hanging out the door.

The Russians were charging. They were silhouetted against the firelight from the warehouse door.

I fired. One handed. Moving target.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

The lead runner dropped, clutching his thigh. The second man spun around, hit in the shoulder, his rifle clattering to the ground.

"Go! Go! Go!" I shouted.

Sinclair wrestled the wheel. The Jeep fishtailed, spraying rocks, then bit into the pavement. We shot forward, accelerating into the darkness.

I managed to pull my legs inside and slam the door. I sat up, gasping, sweat stinging my eyes.

I looked in the side mirror.

Headlights.

Hackett and the remaining Russians were piling into the van and a second SUV.

"They're coming," I said, checking the magazine. Seven rounds left.

Sinclair looked at me. There was glass in her hair. Her hands were white-knuckled on the wheel.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

"Away from the fire," I said. "Drive fast. I'll handle the rest."


Chapter 44: Jonathan

The wind was a physical weight, roaring through the shattered passenger window.

I was leaning halfway out of the moving Jeep. My broken left arm was jammed against the door frame, an anchor of screaming nerve endings. My right hand held the Glock.

Behind us, the second SUV was gaining. High beams blinded me. I squinted against the glare.

A figure leaned out of the rear passenger window of the chase car. AK-105. Muzzle flash bloomed like a strobe light.

Bullets hammered the rear tailgate of our Jeep. Thwack-thwack-thwack.

I didn't flinch. You don't flinch when you're already dying. 

I fired.

Crack.

The windshield of the chase car spiderwebbed. The driver swerved, but corrected. Hackett. He was driving. He was a pro.

The shooter in the window adjusted his aim.

I fired again. Two rounds. Controlled pair.

Crack-crack.

The shooter jerked. His rifle flew up. He slumped forward, hanging limp over the door frame like a damp towel.

One down.

"Faster!" I roared at Sinclair.

She didn't answer. The Jeep was vibrating, the engine redlining, but we weren't pulling away.

A second Russian leaned out the rear driver’s side window. He was trying to get an angle around Hackett’s slipstream.

I fired.

Crack.

Missed. The swaying of two vehicles at eighty miles an hour is a variable you can't completely factor out.

I fired again.

Crack.

Hit. He grabbed his shoulder, falling back inside the cabin.

Two down.

A third man—the last Russian—climbed halfway out the sunroof. He had a clear line of sight. He raised his rifle.

I squeezed the trigger.

Click.

The slide locked back. Empty.

The Russian grinned. He had the high ground. He had the weapon.

We went around a curve. The road was narrow, lined with old Virginia oaks.

The Russian forgot about the environment.

A thick branch, low-hanging and rigid as iron, was waiting.

Thwack.

It sounded like a baseball bat hitting a watermelon.

The Russian was ripped backward out of the sunroof. He was gone in a blur of flailing limbs. Physics is a bitch.

Three down.

But Hackett was still there. And there were still two wounded men inside with him.

I pulled back inside the cabin.

"Sinclair," I said. "We need to—"

I stopped.

Sinclair wasn't driving. She was merely holding the wheel.

Her head was lolling on her shoulder. Her face was the color of wet ash. A dark stain was spreading across the left side of her blouse, just above the hip.

Hackett’s double-tap. One bullet had missed. The other hadn't.

"Cassidy," I shouted.

She blinked, groggy. Her foot slipped off the gas.

The Jeep surged, then dragged. We lost ten miles an hour in a second.

"Can't..." she whispered. "Cold."

She was going into shock. She was done.

In the side mirror, the chase car grew huge. Hackett saw us slowing. He smelled blood.

He didn't shoot. He gunned the engine.

His front fender slammed into our rear quarter panel.

SCREEEEEEE.

Sparks showered the road like a grinder cutting steel. The impact jolted the steering wheel in Sinclair’s weak grip.

He was pulling alongside. He was going to run us off the road, or just lean out and finish it with a pistol at point-blank range.

I looked at the Glock in my hand. Useless plastic.

I looked at Hackett’s grim face through his side window, ten feet away.

I looked at the ditch on the right. Steep. Deep. Dark.

I had no bullets.

So be the bullet.

"Hold on," I said.

I didn't wait for her to answer. I reached across the center console. My broken arm screamed, a white-hot blinding agony that nearly turned the lights out. I ignored it.

I grabbed the wheel with my good hand.

I didn't turn it a little. I yanked it hard to the left. Into the enemy.

SLAM.

Our Jeep smashed into the side of Hackett’s SUV. Metal folded. Glass exploded.

The impact killed our momentum. But it transferred the energy.

We locked together, two tons of steel wrestling for the same space.

We went off the road.

The world tilted. Gravity vanished.

We hit the ditch.

The windshield shattered. The roof caved. The sound was deafening—a cacophony of tearing metal and crushing rocks.

We rolled. Once. Twice.

I felt a massive impact against my skull.

Then the noise stopped.

The pain stopped.

The darkness rushed in, soft and absolute.


Chapter 45: Jonathan

The world came back as a smell.

Raw gasoline. Wet earth. Hot metal cooling in the night air.

I opened my eyes. I was lying on my back in the mud. The sky was spinning, a carousel of black branches and stars.

Something was pulling me.

A hand gripped the collar of my fleece. It jerked, dragging me backward through the slush. My broken left arm bounced against a root.

The pain didn't have a color anymore. It was just a white noise, a static frequency that drowned out everything else.

I tried to sit up.

A boot kicked me in the chest.

It wasn't a hard kick. It was a tired kick. But it was enough to slam me back into the muck.

"Stay down," a voice rasped.

I blinked, clearing the blood from my eyes.

Hackett stood over me.

He was a ruin. The crash had treated him like a ragdoll. His tactical vest was torn open. His face was a mask of blood flowing from a scalp wound. He was favoring his left leg, putting all his weight on the right.

But he was standing. And he was holding a knife.

It was a fixed blade. Six inches of matte black steel. A serrated spine. A gut hook. A tool designed for one thing: separating meat from bone.

He didn't have his gun. He must have lost it in the tumble.

"You're hard to kill, Hunt," Hackett said. He sounded breathless. "I'll give you that."

He stepped closer. He wasn't rushing. He was a professional. He knew I was broken. He knew he had time.

"But the job is the job," he whispered.

He lunged.

It wasn't a wild swing. It was a thrust, aimed low, toward the femoral artery in my groin.

I didn't have time to think. I didn't have the leverage to roll.

I kicked.

I drove my right heel up, aiming for his knee.

Thud.

I connected. Hackett grunted, stumbling back. But he didn't fall. He used the momentum to spin, slashing the knife across my thigh.

The blade bit deep. I felt the cold sting of the steel, then the hot rush of blood.

"Sloppy," Hackett muttered.

He came at me again. He threw himself on top of me.

Two hundred pounds of dead weight and malice. He pinned my good arm with his knee. He raised the knife.

He was going for the throat.

I bucked my hips. I tried to throw him. But the mud sucked at my back, holding me down.

The knife came down.

I threw my left arm up. My broken arm.

It was suicide. It was madness.

The blade slammed into the forearm, grating against the bone, slicing into the already ruined muscle.

I screamed. It was a sound torn from the bottom of my lungs, a primal rejection of the agony.

But the arm held. The bone was already snapped; it couldn't snap again. I used it as a shield, a meat-and-bone barrier between his knife and my jugular.

Hackett pressed down. He was panting, his spit hitting my face. His single good eye was wide, manic, focused on the blade.

"Die," he hissed. "Just die."

I couldn't move my left arm. I couldn't move my right arm.

But my head was free.

I remembered the lighter. The torch. Panetta.

I looked at Hackett’s face. He was staring at the knife. He wasn't protecting his eyes.

I opened my mouth. I spat blood.

He hissed, blinking back, temporarily blinded. I lunged up.

I didn't bite him. I headbutted him. But not in the nose.

I drove my forehead into his right eye. His good eye.

Squelch.

It wasn't a hard impact. It was soft.

Hackett shrieked. He jerked back, blinded, his hands flying to his face.

The weight came off my chest.

I rolled. I scrambled sideways, clawing through the mud with my good hand.

I didn't try to stand. I didn't have the balance.

Hackett was stumbling, blindly swinging the knife. I caught his ankle.

He went down hard, splashing face-first into the ditch water.

I was on him.

I didn't have a weapon. I was the weapon.

I straddled his back. I wrapped my good arm around his neck. I buried my face in his shoulder, using my own weight to drive him down.

He thrashed. He bucked like a rodeo bull. He stabbed backward blindly, the knife scoring lines across my ribs.

I ignored it. I squeezed.

“Hadley… didn’t scream,” I whispered into his ear. 

I drove his face into the mud.

The water in the ditch was only six inches deep. It was enough.

Hackett fought. He gagged. He tried to turn.

I held him.

I thought about the men in the mall. I thought about the kids at the levy. I thought about Hadley in the bait shop.

I thought about the paycheck he cashed to do it.

His thrashing slowed. The desperate jerks became spasms. The spasms became tremors.

Then he went still.

I held him for another minute. Just to be sure. Just to be professional.

Then I rolled off him.

I lay in the mud next to the corpse. I stared up at the stars through the broken branches.

I was bleeding from three different places. My arm felt like it was on fire. My leg was numb.

But I was breathing.

And Hackett wasn't.

I turned my head.

The Jeep was twenty yards away, a crumpled heap of smoking metal.

"Cassidy," I croaked.

Sirens… Lots of sirens.

I wanted to get up. I really did. I wanted to help Cassidy. But there’s only so much torture a guy can put himself through.

Badass Frodo Baggins. I let out a little, inane chuckle, remembering the words of an old buddy of mine named Arthur. A guy who’d introduced me to nerd references and movies where grown men wear rubber masks.

Something about this moment, made me think of Arthur. Of his movies.

Of…

Well, not much else.

My mind shut down completely.


Chapter 46: Jonathan

Waking up was a negotiation.

The first offer was pain. It started in my left arm, radiated through the cage of my ribs, and settled as a dull, throbbing bass line in my skull.

I countered with morphine. Or whatever was dripping into the IV line taped to the back of my right hand.

The room accepted the terms. The pain receded to the hallway, waiting for the drugs to wear off.

I opened my eyes.

The ceiling was white tile. The light was fluorescent and humming. The air smelled of industrial bleach and the faint, coppery tang of old blood. Not mine. The hospital's.

Walter Reed. Or maybe Bethesda. Somewhere government-funded where the doctors had security clearances and the janitors didn't ask questions.

I took stock.

My left arm was encased in fiberglass. Heavy. Itch-inducing. My chest was wrapped tight enough to restrict shallow breathing. My left leg was elevated, thick with bandages where Hackett’s knife had done its work.

I was alive. That was a statistical anomaly.

I turned my head.

She was sitting in the visitor’s chair.

Director Cassidy Sinclair.

She looked different. The "Glacial Epoch" had hairline fractures. Her left arm was in a sling made of black silk, matching her blouse. There was a bandage on her forehead, small and discreet, hiding the cut from the crash. She wore sunglasses, even indoors. To hide the bruising, or to hide the fact that she was human.

She was reading a file on a tablet. She swiped the screen with her good hand.

"You're awake," she said. She didn't look up.

"It appears so," I said. My voice was rough, like dragging a crate over concrete, but the words came out whole. My jaw felt tighter, but slightly better.

"Water," she said. She pointed to a cup with a straw on the tray table. "Don't choke. I don't want to do the paperwork."

I drank. The water was lukewarm, but it tasted like champagne.

"How long?" I asked.

"Six days," she said. She finally put the tablet down and took off the glasses.

Her eyes were circled by dark purple bruises. She looked tired. Not the tiredness of a long shift. The tiredness of a long career that had just hit a brick wall.

"Panetta?" I asked.

"Dead," she said. "Hackett is dead. The Russians are dead or in custody. The cleanup crew spent twelve hours at the warehouse. The official story is a gas leak and a structural collapse."

"Gas leak," I said. "Classic."

"The classics work for a reason," she said.

She stood up and walked to the window. The blinds were drawn. She peeked through a slat.

"The news cycle is energetic," she said. "Panetta's breakdown is being framed as a tragic medical episode. A stroke. Early-onset dementia exacerbated by stress. A decorated hero who lost his way. We’re burying the 'Prometheus' manifesto. The stream was cut before it hit the mainstream servers. Only the dark web saw it, and nobody believes them anyway. Deepfakes.”

"And me?" I asked.

She turned back.

"You are a problem, Jonathan. You are a very large, very battered loose end."

She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a thick envelope. She tossed it onto my bed.

"The murder charges in Texas are gone. The treason charge is gone. The BOLO is cancelled. As far as the Department of Justice is concerned, you are a citizen in good standing."

I looked at the envelope. Freedom.

"There's a 'but'," I said. "There's always a 'but'."

"But," she nodded. "You can't leave the country."

I froze.

"Italy," I said. "I have plans. Rome. I promised someone."

"Cancel them," she said flatly. "Your passport is flagged. You are on the No-Fly list for international travel. You are to remain within the continental United States. You will check in with a handler once a month."

"Why?" I demanded. I tried to sit up, but my ribs screamed at me to lie down. I slumped back. "I saved your life. I cleaned up your mess."

"You did," she admitted. "And in return, you aren't in a federal supermax. That's the deal. But we can't let you run to Europe, Jonathan. Not yet."

"Give me a reason."

"Interpol," she said. "The databases don't update as fast as we do. There are Red Notices on you in fourteen countries. If you land at Fiumicino tomorrow, the Italian Carabinieri will arrest you as a domestic terrorist. If that happens, the CIA has to intervene. If we intervene, we have to explain who you are and why you aren't dead."

She tapped the table.

"And right now, with Panetta's 'stroke' all over the news, we cannot afford to admit that a dead ghost operative is running around Rome. It connects too many dots. It risks exposing the cover-up."

"So I'm grounded," I said. "Because of paperwork."

"You're grounded because of geopolitics," she corrected. "Give it a year. Let the heat die down. Let the databases scrub. Then we can talk. For now, go back to the ranch. Be a cowboy. Be boring."

I closed my eyes.

The piazza dissolved. Rosa laughing in the sun faded, replaced by the white ceiling tiles of a government hospital.

“What’s the deal?" I asked. "Testimony?"

"You'll sign an NDA," she said. "A heavy one. If you talk, we bury you. And you will provide a deposition for the classified file regarding Panetta. We need a record. For history. Not for the public."

"And the services rendered?"

"Counted to your credit," she said. "You're clean, Jonathan. Just a ghost who can't cross the ocean."

I looked at her.

"And you?"

She smiled. It was a thin, brittle thing.

"I'm done," she said. "The Board is letting me retire. Health reasons. The crash. The stress. They don't want a hearing any more than I do. They want this to go away. I'm taking the golden parachute."

"You won," I said.

"Did I?" She touched the sling on her arm. "Panetta destroyed the Agency's reputation. It will take a decade to rebuild trust. I'm leaving a burning house, Jonathan. I'm just glad I didn't burn with it."

She picked up her tablet.

"What about the murder charge?" I asked again. “Ethan Bishop won’t like that. He witnessed… er, what happened.”

She shook her head.

"We're the CIA, Jonathan," she said softly. "We make deals with actual terrorists. We shake hands with warlords and dictators because the alternative is worse. We bend the law until it snaps because the world is a dangerous place."

She looked at me for a long moment. There was no warmth, but there was recognition. We were the same species. Predators who had survived the hunt.

"Something tells me you're not a terrorist," she said. "You're just a necessary evil."

She moved to the door.

"I hope to never see you again, Mr. Hunt," she said.

"Likewise, Director."

She winced at the title, turned, and walked out the door. The heavy click of the latch was the only goodbye I got.

I looked at the white ceiling.

I guess saving the Director’s life counted for something. A clean slate.

I wasn't in Italy. I was in a bed, broken and grounded.

But I was alive. And for now, that had to be enough.

The morphine pump clicked. The darkness crept back in at the edges of my vision. I let it take me.


Chapter 47: Jonathan

Director Sinclair was dead wrong. I wasn’t returning to Texas.

The road was a gray ribbon unspooling through a world that was entirely too big and entirely too blue.

It wasn’t long before we were north of Missoula, heading toward the Canadian border crossing at Sweetgrass, but we weren't planning to stop in Canada. We were just passing through. Transit rights. A straight shot through Alberta and the Yukon until we hit the state line again.

Alaska.

The ultimate loophole.

Sinclair had said I couldn't leave the country. She said I had to stay within the jurisdiction of the United States. She didn't say I had to stay where the cell reception was good. She didn't say I couldn't go to the edge of the map, turn left, and keep going until the pavement turned to gravel.

I was driving a new truck. A heavy-duty GMC Sierra, dark blue, with a camper shell on the back and a suspension that could handle the end of the world. 

My left arm was out of the cast. The bone had knit. It was stiff when it rained, and it clicked when I rotated the wrist, but it worked. The scars on my face had faded from angry red to a pale, silvery map of the terrain I’d crossed.

I looked over at the passenger seat.

Rosa.

She was asleep. Her head was tipped back against the headrest, her mouth slightly open. The shadows under her eyes were gone. The tension that used to hold her shoulders up around her ears—the trauma response of a woman waiting for the next gunshot—had evaporated.

She looked five years younger. She looked like she was breathing air instead of water.

In the back, the silence was broken by a quiet, rhythmic humming.

" ...wheels on the bus go round and round... "

Maya. Four years old. She was singing to a plastic dinosaur she’d named "Pancho."

Next to her, Leo was awake. He was six now. He was staring out the window at the passing Rockies, his eyes wide, drinking in the scale of it all. The mountains were jagged teeth biting into the sky.

"Jonathan?" Leo asked.

I looked in the rearview mirror. "Yeah, buddy?"

"Is there gold?"

I smiled. "That's what the deed says. Mineral rights included."

"And bears?"

"Prob'ly a few bears."

"I'm gonna find a nugget," Leo said, his voice serious. "A big one. Size of a baseball."

"If you do, we're buying a boat," I said.

"A pirate boat?"

"Deal."

Rosa stirred. She stretched, her hand seeking mine across the center console. Her fingers traced the white ridges of scar tissue on my knuckles. She didn't flinch. She just held on.

"Where are we?" she murmured, her voice husky with sleep.

"Montana," I said. "Big Sky Country."

She sat up, blinking against the sunlight. She looked at the mountains, then at the road stretching out forever in front of us.

"It's not Rome," she said softly.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. That had been the hardest conversation. That I was grounded. That the ghost couldn't cross the ocean.

"No," I said. "It's not Rome."

She squeezed my hand. She looked at me, her dark eyes warm and clear.

"Good," she said. "I hate cobblestones. Hard to walk in."

I laughed. It felt strange in my chest. Lighter. The heavy, grinding machinery of the last ten years—the paranoia, the violence, the constant calculation of angles—had slowed down. It wasn't gone. It never goes away completely. But it was idling.

"Forty acres," I said, reciting the details of the listing I’d found through a shell corporation three weeks ago. "Forty miles north of Fairbanks. Off-grid power. Well water. A cabin that needs work. And a creek that runs clear even in August."

"And gold," Leo piped up from the back.

"And gold," I agreed.

"It sounds cold," Rosa said. But she was smiling.

"It is," I said. "But it's quiet. And nobody comes looking for you unless you invite them."

She leaned over and kissed my cheek. It wasn't a desperate kiss. It was a domestic kiss. A promise.

"We can buy coats," she said.

We drove on. The sun began to dip, painting the mountains in shades of violet and gold. The air coming through the vents was crisp, smelling of pine and snow-melt.

I checked the mirrors. Force of habit.

Behind us, the road was empty. No black sedans. No surveillance vans. Just a long, empty stretch of asphalt.

I looked forward.

I wasn't Jonathan Hunt, the CIA asset. I wasn't the ghost. I wasn't the weapon.

I was a man driving a truck. I had a woman who loved me, two kids who trusted me, and a plot of land at the top of the world where the only thing I had to fight was the winter.

I shifted gears. The engine hummed, a low, steady note of power.

"Hey, Leo?" I called back.

"Yeah?"

"Look in the bag under the seat. I think I packed the good jerky."

"Yes!"

I looked at Rosa. She was laughing as Maya started singing louder, joining in on the excitement she didn't fully understand.

We stopped at a gas station just outside of Whitehorse, a dusty outpost that sold dried meat, and fishing licenses.

While Rosa took the kids to the bathroom, I walked to the cooler in the back. I ignored the water and the energy drinks. I reached for the bottom shelf and grabbed a plastic bottle of cherry Kool-Aid. The red was violent, the color of a warning light.

I paid for it with cash and walked out to the edge of the parking lot, where the gravel gave way to a steep drop-off overlooking the Yukon River.

The water was gray and fast, rushing north.

I cracked the seal. The smell of artificial sugar and red dye hit me—a scent that didn't belong in the wild. It smelled like a basement. It smelled like late nights and blue light and the frantic energy of a woman who ran on sugar and spite.

"To the crazy ones," I whispered.

I tipped the bottle.

The red liquid splashed onto the dry, dusty earth, staining the ground like fresh blood before sinking in.

I watched it disappear.

Hadley Grace wouldn't have wanted a moment of silence. She would have wanted a data point. She would have wanted to know that the variable she inserted into the equation—me—had solved for X.

"You were right," I told the wind. "About everything."

I left the empty bottle in the recycling bin and walked back to the truck. I didn't look back. Ghosts don't need company; they just need to know the living are still moving.

For the first time in my life, I wasn't running from something.

I was driving toward something.

I put my foot on the gas. We had a lot of ground to cover.
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PROLOGUE from the Midnight Dredge: Book 4

There are three roads out of Nome, Alaska, and every one of them ends in the middle of nowhere. That makes it a hell of a place to lose a sister.

Rance Pickett hated it. He hated the wind that felt like a belt sander on his cheeks. He hated the silence. Most of all, he hated Jenny.

As he walked along the lonely docks, facing the frozen sea, the hatred grew. The reason was simple.

She had the debit card.  

It wasn't just a piece of plastic; it was the vein they all tapped into—the Permanent Fund check, the disability scam, the lifeline that kept the generator running and the vodka flowing. She’d taken the damn thing and run off, which meant the tap was dry.

You didn't tell Vern Pickett the tap was dry. The old man might have been rotting from the inside out with cheap whiskey and malice, but he still held the keys to the trailer. He’d made it clear before he kicked them out into the dark: find the girl, retrieve the card, or sleep in a snowbank until spring. And in Nome, sleeping outside wasn't a punishment; it was a death sentence.

So now, Rance and his brother were hunting the little thief, because freezing to death was slightly worse than dealing with their father’s disappointment. Slightly.

"She ain't here, Bo," Rance said, his voice snatched away by a gust that registered twenty below zero. “Why the hell did Vern think she’d be at the docks? Girl ain’t worked a day in her life.”

It was two in the afternoon, but the sky was a bruised purple knot. In December, the sun was a lazy employee—it showed up for four hours of twilight and then quit, leaving the town in the "Sunshine Void" for twenty hours at a stretch.  

"We should check Talbot's dredge," Bo said.

"Talbot?” Rance said, teeth chattering against the cold. “He’s a dick.”

Bo grunted.

“I’m telling you. This has the makings of something dark. Real, dark. When’s the last time you known Jenny to skip the night o’ the wine-case scam?”

Bo grunted again.

Bo Pickett was a different species entirely. If Rance was a coyote—wiry, twitchy, vibrating with meth-fueled paranoia—Bo was a bear. Three hundred pounds of insulation and malice wrapped in a grease-stained parka. He didn't walk; he lumbered, crunching the ice with every step. He was eating a stick of reindeer sausage, tearing off chunks with teeth that looked like broken tombstones.

Rance skittered beside him, a wiry collection of sharp angles and nervous tics. He wore a jacket that was too thin and a buzzcut that offered zero protection against the wind, giving him the look of a convict who had just broken out and was already regretting it. To their left, the utilidors—long, wooden coffins carrying water and sewer lines above the permafrost—ran like snakes through the snow.

Rance kept his flashlight trained on the ground. "Jenny’s an idiot for dating him."

"If Talbot's hiding her, I'm gonna bust him up," Bo grunted. "Break his fingers. Maybe his toes."

Rance winced. “You think… think someone’s hurt Jenny?”

Bo paused, frowned. It was like watching something in slow motion. “Don’t think the debit card got broke, do you?”

“No… No, perish the thought, little brother. Don’t be catastrophizing for nothing.”

“Cat-c-cat—”

“Means jumping to the worst conclusion. Don’t hurt yourself, Bo.” 

They reached the claim. Talbot’s dredge was a rusted-out bucket-line monstrosity moored ten feet off the bank. 

Gold mining in Nome wasn't the romantic swirling of pans in a sun-dappled creek; it was industrial-grade violence against the ocean floor. That was the siren song that pulled the cheechakos north—the dream of dropping a suction hose through the ice or off a rusted barge and vacuuming up a retirement fund left by melted glaciers. 

Those suckers were the Pickett family’s bread and butter. 

"Jenny!" Bo bellowed. The sound died instantly in the wind.

No answer. The dredge groaned as the ice shifted beneath it.

"I’m telling you, the numbers don't work," Rance whispered, shivering, continuing a conversation they’d had earlier in the trailer over a shared bong. “So many disappearances. It’s statistical.”

“Stati-statis—sta…” Bo scowled at the word he couldn’t pronounce. Bo often scowled.

“This many people don't just vanish, Bo,” Rance said, nodding knowingly and jamming his hands into his jacket pockets. “The FBI came up to Nome back in the day for a reason. High rate of missing persons. They blamed the alcohol. Blamed the cold. But I feel it. There’s a predator here. A town full of transients, gold miners, drifters hiding from warrants... it’s a buffet." 

"Shut up, Rance," Bo said. He stepped onto the gangway. The wood bowed under his weight.

They moved onto the deck. It was a maze of winches, cables, and shadows.

"Talbot!" Bo shouted.

Nothing.

Rance swept his light across the sluice boxes. The beam caught something slick near the winch housing.

"Bo," Rance hissed. He froze.

"What?"

"Look."

Rance pointed the light. A dark, viscous puddle was pooled on the steel plates. It looked black in the gloom, but the edges shone with a deep, arterial crimson.

The silence suddenly felt very loud.

Rance reached into his pocket and flicked his wrist. His butterfly knife snapped open—click-clack—the blade gleaming in the flashlight beam. He moved forward, his sneakers slipping slightly on the frost. He held his breath.

If that was Jenny... if that was Talbot...

Bo moved up behind him, surprisingly quiet for a man his size.

Rance squatted down. The puddle was thick. Chunky. He leaned in, the smell hitting him before he touched it.

It wasn't copper and iron. It was brine and rot.

Rance poked it with the tip of his knife. He pulled up a piece of grey, rubbery flesh.

"Fish guts," Rance spat, standing up. "Halibut bait. Probably seal oil mixed in." 

"Talbot's a moron," Bo grunted. "Left his bait bucket kicked over."

Rance cursed, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. "I hate this place."

Bo laughed. It was a cruel, barking sound. Then, because he could, or because he was bored, he shoved Rance hard on the shoulder.

Rance flailed. His feet went out from under him. He skid across the icy deck, slamming into the railing. His upper body teetered over the edge, staring down into the black gap between the dredge and the ice.

The water down there was thirty degrees. Liquid death. In the Bering Sea, you didn't swim; you seized up and sank. The cold hit you like a hammer, squeezing the air out of your lungs before you could scream. 

Rance scrambled back, clawing at the steel mesh, dragging himself to the center of the deck. He glared up at Bo.

"You think that's funny?" Rance shrieked. "I could have gone in!"

"You're too skinny to sink," Bo wheezed, wiping grease from his chin. "Besides, the cold would do you good. Wake you up."

"You're sick, Bo."

"I'm bored. She ain't here. And neither is Talbot."

"We need that card. Pop wants his money."

"We'll find it," Bo said. He turned and looked back toward the twinkling lights of the Council Road, glowing faintly in the distance. "Maybe we expand the search."

"Meaning what?"

"Meaning I'm thinking about that homestead out past the airport. The one with the new guy."

Rance stood up, brushing ice crystals off his jacket. “Stan's diver? Jonny something? Forget it. I’ve seen him at the harbor. Guy is huge. Built like a beached whale. That ain't a guy you rob.”

"He’s a laborer," Bo scoffed. "Probably running from child support. He keeps his head down. I like guys who keep their heads down. They don't look up until it's too late."

"He’s got that woman with him," Rance said, folding his knife away. "The nurse. Rosa." 

Bo smiled then. It was a lecherous, ugly expression in the dark. "Yeah. I seen her. Soft hands. Dark hair. She looks... lonely out there. All by herself while the giant is working the dredge."

"Don't be an idiot," Rance warned. "That guy has dead eyes. You look at him, and there’s nothing looking back. You mess with his girl, he might not call the cops. He might just bury you under the ice."

"Let him try," Bo said. He threw the sausage wrapper into the wind, watching it vanish into the gloom. "This is our town. The Picketts take what we want. The gold. The booze. The women. Ain't no serial killer in Nome. Just hungry people. And I'm starving.”

“I’m telling you, there’s a serial killer.”

“So you think he nabbed Jenny?”

“Hope he nabbed Jenny,” Rance muttered. “Hope he doesn’t take the card, though.”

“Come on. That new guy—never trust the new guys. He might be that serial killer you’re lookin’ for. Let’s go see.”

Rance sighed. “You just wanna chat to the pretty nurse.”

Bo flashed a gap-toothed grin, displaying rotting teeth. He adjusted his belt at his ample waistline, jutting out his chest.

“You wanna find Jenny or not? Dad’s not letting us back in without her.”

“Fine,” Rance muttered.

He turned to follow Bo down the gangway, but his flashlight beam dragged back one last time to the smear of blood and gristle on the barge floor. Rance knew it was just fish guts. Just bait. But in the suffocating silence of the Sunshine Void, it looked less like a mess and more like a prophecy.

He clicked off the light, shivering as the dark rushed back in, and followed his brother toward the road.
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